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CHAPTER L 

The first place I got, when I began going out to ser- 
vice, was not a vdry profitable one. I certainly gained 
the advantage of learning my business thoroughly, but 
I never had my due in the matter of wages. My 
master was made a bankrupt, and his servants suffered 
with the rest of his creditors. 

My second situation, however, amply compensated 
me for my want of luck in the first. I had the good 
fortune to enter the service of Mr. and Mrs. Norcross. 
My master was a very rich gentleman. He had the 
Darrock house and lands in Cumberland, an estate 
also in Yorkshire, and a very large property in Jamaica, 
which produced at that time, and for some years after- 
wards, a great income. Out in the West Indies he 
met with a pretty young lady, a governess in an 
Enjglish family, and, taking a violent fancy to her, 
married her, though she was a good five-and-twenty 
years younger than himself. After the wedding they 
came to England; and it was at this time that I was 
lucky enough to be engaged by them as a servant. 

I lived with my new master and mistress three 
A Plot in Private Life, etc . 1 
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years. They had no children. At the end of that 
period Mr. Norcross died. He was sharp enough to 
foresee that his young widow would marry again ; and 
he bequeathed his property so that it all went to Mrs. 
Norcross first, and then to any children she might 
have by a second marriage, and, failing that, to rela- 
tions and friends of his own. I did not suffer by my 
master’s death, for his widow kept me in her service. 
I had attended on Mr. Norcross all through his last 
illness, and had made myself useful enough to win my 
mistress’s favour and gratitude. Besides me, she also 
retained her maid in her service — a quadroon woman 
named Josephine, whom she brought with her from 
the West Indies. Even at that time I disliked the 
half-breed’s wheedling manners, and her cruel, tawny 
face, and wondered how my mistress could be so fond 
of her as she was. Time showed that I was right in 
distrusting this woman. I shall have much more to 
say about her when I get further advanced with my 
story. 

Meanwhile I have next to relate that my mistress 
broke up the rest of her establishment, and, taking me 
and the lady’s maid with her, went to travel on the 
Continent. 

Among other wonderful places, we visited Paris, 
Genoa, Venice, Florence, Koine, and Naples, staying 
in some of those cities for months together. The fame 
of my mistress’s riches followed her wherever she went ; 
and there were plenty of gentlemen, foreigners as well 
as Englishmen, who were anxious enough to get into 
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her good graces and to prevail on her to many them. 
Nobody succeeded, however, in producing any very 
strong or lasting impression on her; and when we came 
back to England, after more than two year’s of absence, 
Mrs. Norcross was still a widow, and showed no signs 
of wanting to change her condition. 

We went to tire house on the Yorkshire estate first; 
but my mistress did not fancy some of the company 
round about, so we moved again to Darrock Hall, and 
made excursions from time to time in the lake district, 
some miles off. On one of these trips Mrs. Norcross 
met with some old friends, who introduced her to a 
gentleman of their party bearing the very common, 
and very uninteresting, name of Mr. James Smith. 

He was a tall, fine young man enough, with black 
hair, which grew very long, and the biggest, bushiest 
pair of black whiskers I ever saw. ' Altogether he had 
a rakish, unsettled look, and a bounceable way of 
talking, which made him the prominent person in com 
pany. He was poor enough himself, as I heard from 
his servant, but well connected — a gentleman by 
birth and education, though his manners were so free. 
What my mistress saw to like in him I don’t know; 
but when she asked her friends to stay with her at 
Darrock, she included Mr. James Smith in the invita- 
tion. We had a fine, gay, noisy time of it at the 
Hall — the strange gentleman, in particular, making 
himself as much at home as if the place belonged to 
him. I was surprised at Mrs. Norcross putting up with 
him as she did; but I was fairly thunderstruck, some 
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months afterwards, when I heard that she and her free 
and easy visitor were actually going to be married! 
She had refused offers by dozens abroad, from higher 
and richer and better-behaved men. It seemed next 
to impossible that she could seriously think of throwing 
herself away upon such a hare-brained, headlong, 
penniless young gentleman as Mr. James Smith. 

Married, nevertheless, they were, in due course of 
time; and, after spending the honeymoon abroad, they 
came back to Darrock Hall. 

I soon found that my new master had a very vari- 
able temper. There were some days when he was as 
easy and familiar and pleasant with his servants as 
any gentleman need be. At other times some devil 
within him seemed to get possession of his whole 
nature. He flew into violent passions, and took wrong 
ideas into his head, which no reasoning or remonstrance 
could remove. It rather amazed me, considering how 
gay he was in his tastes, and how restless his habits 
were, that he should consent to live at such a quiet, 
dull place as Darrock. The reason for this, however, 
soon came out Mr. James Smith was not much of a 
sportsman; he cared nothing for in-door amusements, 
such as reading, music, and so forth; and he had no 
ambition for representing the county in Parliament. 
The one pursuit that he was really fond of was 
yachting. Darrock was within sixteen miles of a sea- 
port town, with an excellent harbour; and to this 
accident of position the Hall was entirely indebted for. 
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reoommending itself as a place of residence to Mr. 
James Smith. 

He had such an untiring enjoyment and delight in 
cruising about at sea, and all his ideas of pleasure 
seemed to be so closely connected with his remembrance 
of the sailing trips he had taken on board different 
yachts belonging to his friends, that I verily believe 
his chief object in marrying my mistress was to get 
the command of money enough to keep a vessel for 
himself. Be that as it may, it is certain that he pre- 
vailed on her, some time after their marriage, to make 
him a present of a fine schooner yacht, which was 
brought round from Cowes to our coast-town, and kept 
always waiting ready for him in the harbour. 

His wife required some little persuasion before 
she could make up her mind to let him have the 
vessel She suffered so much from sea-sickness, that 
pleasure-sailing was out of the question for her; and, 
being very fond of her husband , she was naturally un- 
willing that he should engage in an amusement which 
took him away from her. However, Mr. James 
Smith used his influence over her cleverly, promising 
that he would never go away without first asking her 
leave, and engaging that his terms of absence at sea 
should never last for more than a week or ten days at 
a time. Accordingly, my mistress, who was the kindest 
and most unselfish woman in the world, put her own 
feelings aside, and made her husband happy in the 
possession of a vessel of his own. 

While my master was away cruising, my mistress 
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had a dull time of it at the Hall. The few gentlefolks 
there were in our part of the county lived at a distance, 
and could only come to Darrock when they were asked 
to stay there for some days together. As for the village 
near us, there was but one person living in it whom 
my mistress could think of asking to the Hall; and 
that person was the clergyman who did duty at tho 
church. 

This gentleman’s name was Mr. Meeke. He w r as a 
single man, very young, and very lonely in his posi- 
tion. He had a mild, melancholy, pasty-looking face, 
and was as shy and soft-spoken as a little girl — al- 
together, what one may call, without being unjust or 
severe, a poor, weak creature, and, out of all sight, 
the very worst preacher I ever sat under in my life. 
The one thing he did, which, as I heard, he could 
really do well, was playing on the fiddle. He was 
uncommonly fond of music — so much so that he 
often took his instrument out with him when he went 
for a walk. This taste of his was his great recommen- 
dation to my mistress, who was a wonderfully fine 
player on the piano, and who was delighted to get 
such a performer as Mr. Meeke to play duets with her. 
Besides liking his society for this reason, she felt for 
him in his lonely position; naturally enough I think, 
considering how often she was left in solitude herself. 
Mr. Meeke, on his side, when he got over his first 
shyness, was only too glad to leave his lonesome little 
parsonage for the fine music room at the Hall, and for 
the company of a handsome, kind-hearted lady, who 


Digitized by Google 



A PLOT IN PRIVATE LIFE. 


7 


made much of him and admired his fiddle-playing with 
all her heart. Thus it happened that, whenever my 
master was away at sea, my mistress and Mr. Meeke 
were always together, playing duets as if they had 
their living to get by it. A more harmless connection 
than the connection between those two never existed in 
this world; and yet, innocent as it was, it turned out 
to be the first cause of all the misfortunes that after- 
ward happened. 

My master’s treatment of Mr. Meeke was , from the 
first, the very opposite of my mistress’s. The restless, 
rackety, bounceable Mr. James Smith felt a contempt 
for the weak, womanish, fiddling little parson; and, 
what was more, did not care to conceal it. For this 
reason, Mr. Meeke (who was dreadfully frightened by 
my master’s violent language and rough ways ) very 
seldom visited at the Hall, except when my mistress 
was alone there. Meaning no wrong, and therefore 
stooping to no concealment, she never thought of taking 
any measures to keep Mr. Meeke out of the way when 
he happened to be with her at the time of her husband’s 
coming home, whether it was only from a riding ex- 
cursion in the neighbourhood, or from a cruise in the 
schooner. In this way it so turned out that whenever 
my master came home, after a long or short absence, 
in nine cases out of ten he found the parson at the 
Hall. 

At first he used to laugh at this circumstance, and 
to amuse himself with some coarse jokes at the expense 
of his wife and her companion. But, after a while, his 
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variable temper changed, as usual. He grew sulky, 
rude, angry, and, at last, downright jealous of Mr. 
Meeke. Though too proud to confess it in so many 
words, he still showed the state of his mind clearly 
enough to my mistress to excite her indignation. She 
was a woman who could be led anywhere by any one 
for w r hom she had a regard ; but there was a firm spirit 
within her that rose at the slightest show of injustice 
or oppression, and that resented tyrannical usage of 
any sort, perhaps a little too warmly. The bare suspi- 
cion that her husband could feel any distrust of her, 
set her all in a flame; and she took the most unfor- 
tunate, and yet, at the same time, the most natural 
way for a woman, of resenting it The ruder her hus- 
band was to Mr. Meeke, the more kindly she behaved 
to him. This led to serious disputes and dissensions, 
and thence, in time, to a violent quarrel. I could not 
avoid hearing the last part of the altercation between 
them, for it took place in the garden-walk, outside the 
dining-room window, while I w r as occupied in laying 
the table for lunch. 

Without repeating their words — which I have no 
right to do, having heard by accident what I had no 
business to hear — I may say generally, to show how 
serious the quarrel was, that my mistress charged my 
master with having married from mercenary motives, 
with keeping out of her company as much as ho could, 
and with insulting her by a suspicion which it would 
he hard ever to forgive, and impossible ever to forget 
He replied by violent language directed against her- 
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self, and by commanding her never to open the doors 
again to Mr. Meeke; she, on her side, declaring that 
she would never consent to insult a clergyman and a 
gentleman in order to satisfy the whim of a tyrannical 
husband. Upon that he called out, with a greath oath, 
to have his horse saddled directly, declaring that he 
would not stop another instant under the same roof 
with a woman who had set him at defiance; and warning 
his wife that he would come back, if Mr. Meeke entered 
the house again, and horsewhip him, in spite of his 
black coat, all through the village. 

With those words he left her, and rode away to the 
sea-port where his yacht was lying. My mistress kept 
up her spirit till he was out of sight, and then burst 
into a dreadful screaming passion of tears, which ended 
by leaving her so weak that she had to be carried to 
her bed like a woman who was at the point of 
death. 

The same evening my master’s horse was ridden 
back by a messenger, who brought a scrap of note- 
paper with him, addressed to me. It only contained 
these lines: — 

“Pack up my clothes, and deliver them immediately 
to the bearer. You may tell your mistress that I sail 
to-night, at eleven o’clock, for a cruise to Sweden. For- 
ward my letters to the Post-office, Stockholm.” 

I obeyed the orders given to me, except that 
relating to my mistress. The doctor had been sent for, 
and was still in the house. I consulted him upon the 
propriety of my delivering the message. He positively 
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forbade me to do so, that night; and told me to give 
him the slip of paper and leave it to his discretion to 
show it to her, or not, the next morning. 

The messenger had hardly been gone an hour 
when Mr. Meeke’s housekeeper came to the Hall with 
a roll of music for my mistress. I told the woman of 
my master’s sudden departure, and of the doctor being 
in the house. This news brought Mr. Meeke himself 
to the Hall in a great flutter. 

I felt so angry with him for being the cause — in- 
nocent as he might be — of the shocking scene which 
had taken place, that I exceeded the bounds of my 
duty, and told him the whole truth. The poor, weak, 
wavering, childish creature flushed up red in the face, 
then turned as pale as ashes, and dropped into one of 
the hall chairs, crying — literally crying fit to break 
his heart! “Oh, William!” says he, wringing his 
little, frail, trembling, white hands, as helpless as a 
baby, “Oh, William, what am I to do?" 

“As you ask me that question, sir,” says I, “you 
will excuse me, I hope, if, being a servant, I plainly 
speak my mind notwithstanding. I know my station 
well enough to be aware that, strictly speaking, I have 
done wrong, and far exceeded my duty, in telling you 
as much as I have told you already. But I would 
go through fire and water, sir,” says I, feeling my own 
eyes getting moist, “for my mistress’s sake. She has 
no relation here who can speak to you; and it is even 
better that a servant like me should risk being guilty 
of an impertinence, than that dreadful and lasting mis- 
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chief should arise from the right remedy not being 
applied at the right time. This is what I should do, 
sir, in your place. Saving your presence, I should 
leave off crying, and go back home and write to Mr. 
James Smith, saying that I would not, as a clergyman, 
give him railing for railing, but would prove how un- 
worthily he had suspected me, by ceasing to visit at 
the Hall from this time forth, rather than be a cause 
of dissension between man and wife. If you will put 
that into proper language, sir, and will have the letter 
ready for me in half an hour’s time, I will call for it 
on the fastest horse in our stables, and, at my own 
risk, will give it to my master before he sails to-night. 
I have nothing more to say, sir, except to ask your 
pardon for forgetting my proper place, and for making 
bold to speak on a very serious matter as equal to 
equal, and as man to man.” 

To do Mr. Meeke justice, he had a heart, though it 
was a very small one. He shook hands with me, and 
said he accepted my advice as the advice of a friend; 
and so went back to his parsonage to write the letter. 
In half an hour I called for it on horseback, but it was 
not ready for me. Mr. Meeke was ridiculously nice 
about how he should express himself when he got a 
pen into his hand. I found him with his desk littered 
with rough copies, in a perfect agony about bow to 
turn his phrases delicately enough in referring to my 
mistress. Every minute being precious, T hurried him 
as much as I could, without standing on any ceremony. 
It took half an hour more, with all my efforts, before 


Digitized by Google 



12 


A PLOT IN PRIVATE LIFE. 


he could make up his mind that the letter would do. 
I started off with it at a gallop, and never drew rein 
till I got to the sea port town. 

The harbour-clock chimed the quarter past eleven 
as I rode by it, and when I got down to the jetty, 
there was no yacht to be seen. She had been cast off 
from her moorings ten minutes before eleven, and as 
the clock struck she had sailed out of the harbour. I 
would have followed in a boat, but it was a fine star- 
light night, with a fresh wind blowing; and the sailors 
on the pier laughed at me when I spoke of rowing 
after a schooner-yacht which had got a quarter of an 
hour’s start of us, with the wind abeam and the tide in 
her favour. 

I rode back with a heavy heart. All I could do 
now was to send the letter to the Post-office, Stock- 
holm. 

The next day the doctor showed my mistress the 
scrap of paper with the message on it from my master ; 
and an hour or two after that, a letter was sent to her 
in Mr. Meeke’s handwriting, explaining the reason why 
she must not expect to see him at the Hall, and refer- 
ring to me in terms of high praise as a sensible and 
faithful man who had spoken the right word at the 
right time. I am able to repeat the substance of the 
letter, because I heard all about it from my mistress, 
under very unpleasant circumstances so far as I was 
concerned. 

The news of my master’s departure did not affect 
her as the doctor had supposed it would. Instead of 
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distressing her, it roused her spirit and made her 
angry; her pride, as I imagine, being wounded by the 
contemptuous manner in which her husband had notified 
his intention of sailing to Sweden, at the end of a mes- 
sage to a servant about packing his clothes. Finding 
her in that temper of mind, the letter from Mr. Meeke 
only irritated her the more. She insisted on getting 
up, and as soon as she was dressed and down stairs, 
she vented her violent humour on me, reproaching me 
for impertinent interference in the affairs of my betters, 
and declaring that she had almost made up her mind 
to turn me out of my place for it. I did not defend 
myself, because I respected her sorrows and irritation 
that came from them; also, because I knew the natural 
kindness of her nature well enough to be assured that 
she would make amends to me for her harshness the 
moment her mind was composed again. The result 
showed that I was right. That same evening she sent 
for me, and begged me to forgive and forget the hasty 
words she had spoken in the morning, with a grace 
and sweetness that would have won the heart of any 
man who listened to her. 

Weeks passed after this, till it was more than 
a month since the day of my master’s departure, 
and no letter in his handwriting came to Darrock 
HalL 

My mistress, taking this treatment of her more 
angrily than sorrowfully, went to London to consult 
her nearest relations, who lived there. On leaving 
home, she stopped the carriage at the parsonage, and 
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went in (as I thought, rather defiantly) to say good-by 
to Mr. Meeke. She had answered his letter, and 
received others from him, and had answered them like- 
wise. She had also, of course, seen him every Sunday 
at church, and had always stopped to speak to him 
after the service. But this was the first occasion on 
which she had visited him at his house. As the car- 
riage stopped, the little parson came out, in great 
hurry and agitation, to meet her at the garden-gate. 

“Don’t look alarmed, Mr. Meeke,” says my mistress, 
getting out. “Though you have engaged not to come 
near the Hall, I have made no promise to keep away 
from the parsonage.” With those words she went into 
the house. 

The quadroon maid, Josephine, was sitting with 
me in the rumble of the carnage, and I saw a smile 
on her tawny face as the parson and his visitor went 
into the house together. Harmless as Mr. Meeke was, 
and innocent of all wrong as I knew my mistress to 
be, I regretted that she should be so rash as to despise 
appearances, considering the situation she was placed 
in. She had already exposed herself to be thought 
of disrespectfully by her own maid-, and it was hard to 
say what worse consequences might not happen after 
that. 

Half an hour later, we were away on our journey. 
My mistress staid in London two months. Throughout 
all that long time no letter from my master was for- 
warded to her from the country-housa 
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CHAPTER II. 

When the two months had passed, we returned to 
Darrock Hall. Nobody there had received any news 
in our absence of the whereabouts of my master and 
his yacht. 

Six more weary weeks elapsed; and in that time 
but one event happened at the Hall to vary the dismal 
monotony of the lives we now led in the solitary place. 
One morning Josephine came down, after dressing my 
mistress, with her face downright livid to look at, ex- 
cept on one cheek, where there was a mark as red as 
burning fire. I was in the kitchen at the time, and I 
asked what was the matter. 

“The matter!” says she, in her shrill voice and her 
half- foreign English. “Use your own eyes, if you 
please, and look at this cheek of mine. What! have 
you lived so long a time with your mistress, and don’t 
you know the mark of her hand yet?” 

I was at a loss to understand what she meant, but 
she soon explained herself. My mistress, whose temper 
had been sadly altered for the worse by the trials and 
humiliations she had gone through, had got up that 
morning more out of humour than usual; and, in answer 
to her maid’s inquiry as to how she had passed the 
night, had began talking about her weary, miserable 
life in an unusually fretful and desperate way. 
Josephine, in trying to cheer her spirits, had ventured, 
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most improperly, on making- flight, jesting reference 
to Mr. Meeke, which had so enraged my mistress that 
she turned round sharp on the half-breed, and gave her 
— to use the common phrase — .a smart box on the 
ear. Josephine confessed that the moment after she 
had done this, her better sense appeared to tell her 
that she had taken a most improper way of resenting 
undue familiarity. She had immediately expressed her 
regret for having forgotten herself, and had proved the 
sincerity of it by a gift of half a dozen cambric hand- 
kerchiefs, presented as a peace-offering on the spot. 
After that, I thought it impossible that Jesephine could 
bear any malice against a mistress whom she had 
served ever since she had been a girl, and I said as 
much to her when she had done telling me what had 
happened upstairs. 

“I! Malice!” cries Miss Josephine, in her hard, 
sharp, snappish way. “And why, and wherefore, if 
you please? If my mistress smacks my cheek with 
one hand, she gives me handkerchiefs to wipe it with 
the other. My good mistress, my kind mistress, my 
pretty mistress! I, the servant, bear malice against 
her, the mistress! Ah, you bad man, even to think of 
such a thing! Ah, fie, fie! I am quite ashamed of 
you” 

She gave me one look — the wickedest look I 
ever saw; and burst out laughing — the harshest 
laugh I ever heard from a woman’s lips. Turning 
away from me directly after, she said no more, and 
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never referred to the subject again on any subsequent 
occasion. 

From that time, however, I noticed an alteration in 
Miss Josephine; not in her way of doing her work, for 
she was just as sharp and careful about it as ever, but 
in her manners and habits. She grew amazingly quiet, 
and passed almost all her leisure time alone. I could 
bring no charge against her which authorised me to 
speak a word of warning; but, for all that, I could riot 
help feeling that if I had been in my mistress’s place, 
I would have followed up the present of the cambric 
handkerchiefs by paying her a month’s wages in ad- 
vance, and sending her away from the house the same 
evening. 

With the exception of this little domestic matter, 
which appeared trifling enough at the time, but which 
led to very serious consequences afterwards, nothing 
happened at all out of the ordinary way during the six 
weary weeks to which I have referred. At the be- 
ginning of the seventh week, however, an event oc- 
curred at last. 

Qne morning the postman brought a letter to the 
Hall, addressed to my mistress. I took it upstairs, 
and looked at the direction as I put it on the salver. 
The handwriting was not my master’s; was not, as it 
appeared to me, the handwriting of any well-educated 
person. The outside of the letter was also very dirty; 
and the seal a common office-seal of the usual lattice- 
work pattern. “This must be a begging-letter,” I 
A Plot in Private Life, etc. % 
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thought to myself as I entered the breakfast-room and 
advanced with it to my mistress. 

She held up her hand before she opened it, as a 
sign to me that she had some order to give, and that 
I was not to leave the room till I had received it. 
Then she broke the seal, and began to read the 
letter. 

Her eyes had hardly been on it a moment before 
her face turned as pale as death, and the paper began 
to tremble in her fingers. She read on to the end, and 
suddenly turned from pale to scarlet, started out of her 
chair, crumpled the letter up violently in her hand, 
and took several turns backwards and forwards in the 
room, without seeming to notice me as I stood by the 
door. “You villain! you villain! you villain!” I heard 
her whisper to herself many times over, in a quick, 
hissing, fierce way. Then she stopped, and said on a 
sudden, “Can it be true?” Then she looked up, and 
seeing me standing at the door, started as if I had 
been a stranger, changed colour again, and told me, in 
a stifled voice, to leave her and come back again in 
half an hour. I obeyed, feeling certain that she must 
have received some very bad news of her hus- 
band, and wondering, anxiously enough, what it 
might be. 

When I returned to the breakfast-room, her face 
was as much discomposed as ever. Without speaking 
a word, she handed me two sealed letters. One, a note 
to be left for Mr. Meeke at the parsonage; the other, 
a letter marked “Immediate,” and addressed to her 


Digitized by Google 



A PLOT IN PRIVATE LIFE. 


19 


solicitor in London, who was also, I should add, her 
nearest living relative. 

I left one of these letters, and posted the other. 
When I came back, I heard that my mistress had 
taken to her room. She remained there for four days, 
keeping her new sorrow, whatever it was, strictly to 
herself. On the fifth day, the lawyer from London 
arrived at the Hall My mistress went down to him 
in the library, and was shut up there with him for 
nearly two hours. At the end of that time the bell 
rang for me. 

“Sit down, William,” said ray mistress when I 
came into the room. “I feel such entire confidence in 
your fidelity and attachment that I am about, with the 
full concurrence of this gentleman, who is my nearest 
relative and my legal adviser, to place a very serious 
secret in your keeping, and to employ your services 
on a matter which is as important to me as a matter 
of life aud death.” 

Her poor eyes were very red, and her lips quivered 
as she spoke to me. I was so startled by what she 
had said that I hardly knew which chair to sit in. 
She pointed to one placed near herself at the table, 
and seemed about to speak to me again, when the 
lawyer interfered. 

“Let me entreat you,” he said, “not to agitate 
yourself unnecessarily. I will put this person in pos- 
session of the facts; and if I omit anything, you shall 
stop me and set me right.” 

My mistress leaned back in her chair, and covered 
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her face with her handkerchief. The lawyer waited a 
moment, and then addressed himself to me. 

“You are already aware,” he said, “of the circum- 
stances under which your master left this house; and 
you also know, I have no doubt, that no direct news 
of him has reached your mistress up to this time?” 

I bowed to him, and said I knew of the circum- 
stances so far. 

“Do you remember,” he went on, “taking a letter 
to your mistress five days ago? 

“Yes, sir,” I replied; “a letter which seemed to 
distress and alarm her very seriously.” 

“I will read you that letter before we say any 
more,” continued the lawyer. “I warn you beforehand 
that it contains a terrible charge against your master, 
which, however, is not attested by the writer’s signature. 
I have already told your mistress that she must not 
attach too much importance to an anonymous letter; 
and I now tell you the same thing.” 

Saying that, he took up a letter from the table and 
read it aloud. I had a copy of it given to me after- 
wards, which I looked at often enough to fix the con- 
tents of the letter in my memory. I can now repeat 
them, I think, word for word. 

“Madam, 

“I cannot reconcile it to my conscience to leave 
you in total ignorance of your husband’s atrocious con- 
duct towards you. If you have ever been disposed to 
regret his absence, do so no longer. Hope and pray, 
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rather, that you and he may never meet face to face 
again in this world. I write in great haste, and in 
great fear of being observed. Time fails me to pre- 
pare you as you ought to be prepared for what I have 
now to disclose. I must tell you plainly, with much 
respect for you and sorrow for your misfortune, that 
your husband has married another wife. I saw the 
ceremony performed, unknown to him. If I could not 
have spoken of this infamous act as an eye-witness, I 
would not have spoken of it at all. 

“I dare not acknowledge who I am, for I believe 
Mr. James Smith would stick at no crime to revenge 
himself on me if he ever came to a knowledge of the 
step I am now taking, and of the means by which I 
got my information. Neither have I time to enter into 
particulars. I simply warn you of what has happened, 
and leave you to act on that warning as you please. 
You may disbelieve this letter, because it is not signed 
by any name. In that case, if Mr. James Smith should 
ever venture into your presence, I recommend you to 
ask him suddenly what he has done with his new wife ; 
and to see if his countenance does not immediately 
testify that the truth has been spoken by 

“Your Unknown Friend.” 


Poor as my opinion was of my master, I had never 
believed him to be capable of such villainy as this, and 
I could not believe it, when the lawyer had done 
reading the letter. 
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“Oil, sir!” I said; “surely that is some base im- 
position? Surely it cannot be true?” 

“That is what I have told your mistress,” he an- 
swered. “But she says in return — ” 

“That I feel it to be true,” my mistress broke in, 
speaking behind the handkerchief, in a faint smothered 
voice. 

“We need not debate the question,” the lawyer 
went on. “Our business now is to prove the truth or 
falsehood of this letter. That must be done at once. 
I have written to one of my clerks, who is accustomed 
to conducting delicate investigations , to come to this 
house without loss of time. He is to be trusted with 
anything, and he will pursue the needful inquiries im- 
mediately. It is absolutely necessary, to make sure of 
committing no mistakes, that he should be accompanied 
by some one who is well acquainted with Mr. James 
Smith’s habits and personal appearance; and your 
mistress has fixed upon you to be that person. How- 
ever well the inquiry is managed, it may be attended 
by much trouble and delay, may necessitate a long 
journey, and may involve some personal danger. Are 
you,” said the lawyer, looking hard at me, “ready to 
suffer any inconvenience and to run any risk for your 
mistress’s sake?” 

“There is nothing I can do, sir,” said I, “that I 
will not do. I am afraid I am not clever enough to 
be of much use. But so far as troubles and risks are 
concerned, I am ready for anything from this, moment,” 
My mistress took the handkerchief from her face, 
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looked at me with her eyes full of tears, and held out 
her hand. How I came to do it I don’t know, but I 
stooped down and kissed the hand she offered me; 
feeling half startled, half ashamed at my own boldness 
the moment after. 

“You will do, my man,” said the lawyer, nod- 
ding his head. “Don’t trouble yourself about the 
cleverness or the cunning that may be wanted. My 
clerk has got head enough for two. I have only 
one word more to say before you go down stairs 
again. Remember that this investigation, and the 
cause that leads to it, must be kept a profound 
secret. Except us three, and the clergyman here (to 
whom your mistress has written word of what has 
happened) nobody knows anything about it I will let 
my clerk into the secret, when he joins us. As soon 
as you and he are away from the house, you may talk 
about it Until then, you will close your lips on the 
subject.” 

The clerk did not keep us long waiting. He came 
as fast as the mail from London could bring him. 

I had expected, from his master’s description, to 
see a serious, sedate man, rather sly in his looks, and 
rather reserved in his manner. To my amazement, 
this practised hand at delicate investigations was a 
brisk, plump, jolly little man, with a comfortable double 
chin, a pair of very bright black eyes, and a big 
bottle-nose of the true groggy red colour. Ho wore a 
suit of black, and a limp, dingy white cravat; took 
snuff perpetually out of a very large box; walked with 
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Ills bauds crossed behind bis back; and looked, upon 
the whole, much more like a person of free and easy 
habits than a lawyer’s clerk. 

“How d’ye do?” says he, when I opened the door 
to him. “I’m the man you expect from the office in 
London. Just say Mr. Dark, will you? I’ll sit down 
here till you come back; and, young man, if there is 
such a thing as a glass of ale in the house, I don’t 
mind committing: myself so far as to say that I’ll 
drink it” 

I got him the ale before I announced him. He 
winked at me as he put it to his lips. 

“Your good health,” says he. “I like you. Don’t 
forget that the name’s Dark; and just leave the jug 
and glass, will you, in case my master keeps me 
waiting.” 

I announced him at once, and was told to show 
him into the library. 

When I got back to the hall the jug was empty, 
and Mr. Dark was comforting himself with a pinch of 
snuff, snorting over it like a perfect grampus. He had 
swallowed more than a pint of the strongest old ale in 
the house; and, for all the effect it seemed to have 
had on him, he might just as well have been drinking 
so much water. 

As I led him along the passage to the library, 
Josephine passed us. Mr. Dark winked at me again, 
and made her a low bow. 

“Lady’s maid,” I heard him whisper to himself. 
“A fine woman to look at, but a damned bad one to, 
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deal with.” I turned round on him, rather angry at 
his eool ways, and looked hard at him just before I 
opened the library door. Mr. Dark looked hard at me. 
“All right,” says he. “X can show myself in.” And 
he knocks at the door, and opens it, and goes in with 
another wicked wink, all in a moment. 

Half an hour later, the bell rang for me. Mr. Dark 
was sitting between my mistress (who was looking at 
him in amazement) and the lawyer (who was looking 
at him with approval). He had a map open on his 
knee, and a pen in his hand. Judging by his face, 
the communication of the secret about my master did 
not seem to have made the smallest impression on him. 

“I’ve got leave to ask you a question,” says he, 
the moment I appeared. “When you found your 
master’s yacht gone, did you hear which way she had 
sailed? Was it northward toward Scotland? Speak up, 
young man, speak up!” 

“Yes,” I answered. “The boatmen told me that, 
when I made inquiries at the harbour.” 

“Well, sir,” says Mr. Dark, turning to the lawyer, 
“if he said he was going to Sweden, he seems to have 
started on the road to it, at all events. I think I have 
got my instructions now?” 

The lawyer nodded, and looked at ray mistress, 
who bowed her head to him. He then said, turning 
to me: — 

“Pack up your bag for travelling at once, and 
have a conveyance got ready to go to the nearest post 
town. Look sharp, young man — look sharp!” 
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“And whatever happens in the future,” added my 
mistress, her kind voice trembling a little, “believe, 
William, that I shall never forget the proof you now 
show of your devotion to me. It is still some comfort 
to know that I have your fidelity to depend on in this 
dreadful trial — your fidelity and the extraordinary 
intelligence and experience of Mr. Dark.” 

Mr. Dark did not seem to hear the compliment. 
He was busy writing, with his paper upon the map on 
his knee. 

A quarter of an hour later, when I had ordered the 
dog-cart, and had got down into the hall with my bag 
packed, I found him there waiting for me. He was 
sitting in the same chair which he had occupied when 
he first arrived, and he had another jug of the old ale 
on the table by his side. 

“Got any fishing-rods in the house?” says he, when 
I put my bag down in the -hall. 

“Yes,” I replied, astonished at the question. 
“What do you want with them?” 

“Pack a couple in cases for travelling,” says Mr. 
Dark, “with lines and hooks and fly-books all com- 
plete. Have a drop of the ale before you go — and 
don’t stare, William, don’t stare. I’ll let the light in 
on you as soon as we are out of the house. Off with 
you for the rods! I want to be on the road in five 
minutes.” 

When I came back with the rods and tackle, I 
found Mr. Dark in the dog-cart 

“Money, luggage, fishing rods, papers of directions. 
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copy of anonymous letter, guide-book, map,” says he, 
running over in Ills mind the things wanted for the 
journey. “All right so far. Drive off.” 

I took the reins and started the horse. As we left 
the house, I saw my mistress and Josephine looking 
after us from two of the windows on the second floor. 
The memory of those two attentive faces — - one so 
fair and so good — the other so yellow and so wicked — 
haunted my mind perpetually for many days afterward. 

“Now, William,” says Mr. Dark, when we wore 
clear of the lodge gates, “I’m going to begin by telling 
you that you must step out of your own character till 
further notice. You are a clerk in a bank; and I’m 
another. We have got our regular holiday, that comes, 
like Christmas, once a year; and we are taking a little 
tour in Scotland, to see the curiosities, and to breathe 
the sea air, and to get some fishing whenever we can. 
I’m the fat cashier who digs holes in a drawerftd of 
gold with a copper shovel. And you’re the arithmetical 
young man who sits on a perch behind me and keeps 
the books. Scotland’s a beautiful country, William. 
Can you make whisky-toddy? I can; and what’s more, 
unlikely as the thing may seem to you, I can actually 
drink it into the bargain.” 

“Scotland!" says I. “What are we going to Scot- 
land for?” 

“Question for question,” says Mr. Dark. “What 
are we starting on a journey for?” 

“To find my master,” I answered, “and to make 
sure if the letter about him is true.” 
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“Very good,” says lie. “How would you set about 
doing that, eh?” 

“I should go and ask about him at Stockholm in 
Sweden, where he said his letters were to be sent.” 
“Should you indeed?” says Mr. Dark. “If you 
were a shepherd, William, and had lost a sheep in 
Cumberland, would you begin looking for it at the 
Land’s End, or would you try a little nearer home?” 
“You’re attempting to make a fool of me now,” 
says I. 

“No,” says Mr. Dark, “I’m only letting the light 
in on you, as I said I would. Now listen to reason, 
William, and profit by it as much as you can. Mr. 
James Smith says he is going on a cruise to Sweden, 
and makes his word good, at the beginning, by starting 
northward toward the coast of Scotland. What does 
he go in? A. yacht. Do yachts carry live beasts and a 
butcher on board? No. Will joints of meat keep fresh 
all the way from Cumberland to Sweden? No. Do 
gentlemen like living on salt provisions? No. What 
follows from these three Noes? That Mi-. James Smith 
must have stopped somewhere, on the way to Sweden, 
to supply his sea-larder with fresh provisions. Where, 
in that case, must he stop? Somewhere in Scotland, 
supposing he didn’t alter his course when he was out 
of sight of your sea-port Where in Scotland? North- 
ward on the main land, or westward at one of the 
islands? Most likely on the main land, where the sea- 
side places are largest, and where he is sure of getting 
all the stores he wants. Next, what is our business? 
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Not to risk losing a link in the chain of evidence by 
missing any place where he has put his foot on shore. 
Not to overshoot the mark when we want to hit it in 
the bull’s-eye. Not to waste money and time by taking 
a long trip to Sweden till we know that we must 
absolutely go there. Where is our journey of discovery 
to take us to first, then? Clearly to the north of Scot- 
land. What do you say to that, Mr. William? Is my 
catechism all correct, or has your strong ale muddled 
my head?” 

It was evident by this time that no ale could do 
that, and I told him so. He chuckled, winked at me, 
and taking another pinch of snuff, said he would now 
turn the whole case over in his mind again, and make 
sure that he had got all the bearings of it quite clear. 

By the time we reached the post-town, he had 
accomplished this mental effort to his own perfect 
satisfaction, and was quite ready to compare the ale 
at the inn with the ale at Darroek Hall. The dog- 
cart was left to be taken back the next morning by 
the ostler. A post-chaise and horses were ordered out. 
A loaf of bread, a Bologna sausage, and two bottles 
of sherry were put into the pockets of the carriage; 
we took our seats, and started briskly on our doubtful 
journey. 

“One word more of friendly advice,” says Mr. 
Dark, settling himself comfortably in his corner of 
the carriage. “Take your sleep, William, whenever 
you feel that you can get it. You won’t find yourself 
in bed again till we get to Glasgow.” 
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CHAPTER III 

Although the events that I am now relating 
happened many years ago, I shall still, for caution’s 
sake, avoid mentioning by name the various places 
visited by Mr. Dark and myself for the purpose of 
making inquiries. It will be enough if I describe 
generally what we did, and if I mention in substance 
only the result at which we ultimately arrived. 

On reaching Glasgow, Mr. Dark turned the whole 
case over in his mind once more. The result was that 
he altered his intention of going straight to the north 
of Scotland, considering it safer to make sure, if 
possible, of the course the yacht had taken in her 
cruise along the western coast 

The carrying out of this new resolution involved 
the necessity of delaying our onward journey by per- 
petually diverging from the direct road. Three times 
we were sent uselessly to wild places in the Hebrides 
by false reports. Twice we wandered away inland, 
following gentlemen who answered generally to the 
description of Mr. James Smith, but who turned out 
to be the wrong men as soon as we set eyes on them. 
These vain excursions — especially the three to the 
western islands — consumed time terribly. It was more 
than two months from the day when we had left 
Darrock Hall before we found ourselves up at the 
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very top of Scotland at last, driving into a consider- 
able sea- side town, with a harbour attached to it. 
Thus far, our journey had led to no results, and I 
began to despair of success. As for Mr. Dark, he 
never got to the end of his sweet temper and his 
wonderful patience. 

“You don’t know how to wait, William,” was his 
constant remark whenever he heard me complaining. 
“I do.” 

We drove into the town towards evening in a 
modest little gig, and put up, according to our usual 
custom, at one of the inferior inns. 

“We must begin at the bottom,” Mr. Dark used 
to say. “High company in a coffee-room won’t be 
familiar with us. Low company in a tap-room will.” 
And he certainly proved the truth of his own words. 
The like of him for making intimate friends of total 
strangers at the shortest notice, I have never met with 
before or since. Cautious as the Scotch are, Mr. Dark 
seemed to have the knack of twisting them round his 
finger as he pleased. He varied his way artfully with 
different men; but there were three standing opinions 
of his which he made a point of expressing in all 
varieties of company while we were in Scotland. In 
the first place, he thought the view of Edinburgh from 
Arthur’s Seat the finest in the world. In the second 
place, he considered whisky to be the most wholesome 
Bpirit in the world. In the third place, he believed 
his late beloved mother to be the best woman in the 
World. It may be worthy of note that, whenever he 
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expressed this last opinion in Scotland, he invariably- 
added that her maiden name was Macleod. 

“Well, we put up at a modest little inn near the 
harbour. I was dead tired with the journey, and lay 
down on my bed to get some rest. Mr. Dark, whom 
nothing ever fatigued, left me to take his toddy and 
pipe among the company in the tap-room. 

I don’t know how long I had been asleep, when I 
was roused by a shake on my shoulder. The room 
was pitch dark, and I felt a hand suddenly clapped 
over my mouth. Then a strong smell of whisky and 
tobacco saluted my nostrils, and a whisper stole into 
my ear — 

“William! we have got to the end of our journey.” 

“Mr. Dark,” I stammered out, “is that you? What 
in heaven’s name do you mean?” 

“The yacht put in here,” was the answer, still 
in a whisper, “and your blackguard of a master camo 
ashore — ” 

“Oh, Mr. Dark,” I broke in, “don’t tell me that 
the letter is true!” 

“Every word of it,” says he. “He was married 
here, and he was off again to the Mediterranean with 
Number Two a good three weeks before we left your 
mistress’s house. Hush! don’t say a word. Go to 
sleep again, or strike a light and read, if you like it 
better. Do anything but come downstairs with me. 
I’m going to find out all the particulars, without 
seeming to want to know one of them. Yours is a 
very good-looking face, William, but it’s so infernally 
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honest that I can’t trust it in the tap -room. I’m 
making friends with Scotchmen already. They know 
my opinion of Arthur’s Seat; they see what I think 
of whisky; and I rather think it won’t be long be- 
fore they hear that my mother’s maiden name was 
Macleod.” 

With those words he slipped out of the room, and 
left me, as he had found me, in the dark. 

I was far too much agitated by what I had heard 
to think of going to sleep again; so I struck a light, 
and tried to amuse myself as well as I could with an old 
newspaper that had been stuffed into my carpet bag. 
It was then nearly ten o’clock. Two hours later, when 
the house shut up, Mr. Dark came back to me again 
in high spirits. 

“I have got the whole case here,” says he, tapping 
his forehead — “the whole case, as neat and clean as 
if it was drawn in a brief. That master of yours 
doesn’t stick at a trifle, William. It’s my opinion 
that your mistress and you have not seen the last of 
him yet.” 

We were sleeping that night in a double-bedded 
room. As soon as Mr. Dark had secured the door and 
disposed himself comfortably in his bed, he entered on 
a detailed narrative of the particulars communicated to 
him in the tap-room. The substance of what he told 
me may be related as follows: — 

The yacht had had a wonderful run all the way 
to Cape Wrath. On rounding that headland, she had 
met the wind nearly dead against her, and had beaten 
A Plot in Private Life, etc, 3 
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every inch of the way to the seaport town, where she 
had put in to get a supply of provisions, and to wait 
for a change in the wind. 

Mr. James Smith had gone ashore to look about 
him, and to see whether the principal hotel was the 
sort of house at which he would like to stop for a few 
days. In the course of his wandering about the town, 
his attention had been attracted to a decent house, 
where lodgings were to be let, by the sight of a very 
pretty girl sitting at work at the parlour-window. He 
was so struck by her face that he came back twice to 
look at it, determining, the second time, to try if he 
could not make acquaintance with her by asking to 
see the lodgings. He was shown the rooms by the 
girl’s mother, a very respectable woman, whom he 
discovered to be the wife of the master and part owner 
of a small coasting vessel, then away at sea. With a 
little manoeuvring he managed to get into the parlour 
where the daughter was at work, and to exchange a 
few words with her. Her voice and manner completed 
the attraction of her face. Mr. James Smith decided, 
in his headlong way, that he was violently in love 
with her; and, without hesitating another instant, he 
took the lodgings on the spot for a month certain. 

It is unnecessary to say that his designs on the 
girl were of the most disgraceful kind, and that he re- 
presented himself to the mother and daughter as a 
single man. Helped by his advantages of money, po- 
sition, and personal appearance, he had made sure that 
the ruin of the girl might be effected with very little 
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difficulty; but be soon found that be bad undertaken 
no easy conquest. 

Tbe mother’s watchfulness never slept, and the 
daughter’s presence of mind never failed her. She ad- 
mired Mr. James Smith’s tall figure and splendid 
whiskers; she showed the most encouraging partiality 
for his society; she smiled at his compliments, and 
blushed whenever he looked at her; but, whether it 
was cunning, or whether it was innocence, she seemed 
incapable of understanding that his advances toward 
her were of any other than an honourable kind. At 
the slightest approach to undue familiarity, she drew 
back with a kind of contemptuous surprise in her face, 
which utterly perplexed Mr. James Smith. He had 
not calculated on that sort of resistance, and he could 
not see his way to overcoming it The weeks passed; 
the month for which he had taken the lodgings ex- 
pired. Time had strengthened the girl’s hold on him, 
till his admiration for her amounted to downright in- 
fatuation; and he had not advanced one step yet to- 
wards the fulfilment of the vicious purpose with which 
he had entered the house. 

At this time he must have made some fresh at- 
tempt on the girl’s virtue, which produced a coolness 
between them; for, instead of taking the lodgings for 
another term, he removed to his yacht in the harbour, 
and slept on board for two nights. 

The wind was now fair, and the stores were on 
board; but he gave no orders to the sailing-master to 
weigh anchor. On the third day, the cause of the 
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coolness, whatever it was, appears to have been re- 
moved, and he returned to his lodgings on shore. 
Some of the more inquisitive among the townspeople 
observed soon afterwards, when they met him in the 
street, that he looked rather anxious and uneasy. The 
conclusion had probably forced itself upon his mind, 
by this time, that he must decide on pursuing one of 
two courses. Either he must resolve to make the 
sacrifice of leaving the girl altogether, or he must 
commit the villany of marrying her. 

Scoundrel as he was, he hesitated at encountering 
the risk — perhaps, also, at being guilty of the erimo 
— involved in this last alternative. While he was 
still in doubt, the father’s coasting vessel sailed into 
the harbour, and the father’s presence on the scene 
decided him at last. How this new influence acted, it 
was impossible to find out, from the imperfect evidence 
of persons who were not admitted to the family coun- 
cils. The fact, however, was certain, that the date of 
the father’s return, and the date of Mr. James Smith’s 
first wicked resolution to marry the girl, might both be 
fixed, as nearly as possible, at one and the same 
tima 

Having once made up his mind to the commission 
of the crime, he proceeded, with all possible coolness 
and cunning, to provide against the chances of de- 
tection. 

Returning on board his yacht, he announced that 
he had given up his intention of cruising to Sweden, 
and that he intended to amuse himself by a long 
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fishing tour in Scotland. After this explanation, he 
ordered the vessel to be laid up in the harbour, gave 
the sailing-master leave of absence to return to his 
family at Cowes, and jsaid off the whole of the crew, 
from the mate to the cabin-boy. By these means he 
cleared the scene, at one blow, of the only people in 
the town who knew of the existence of his unhappy 
wife. After that, the news of his approaching marriage 
might be made public without risk of discovery; his 
own common name being of itself a sufficient pro- 
tection, in case the event was mentioned in the Scotch 
newspapers. All his friends, even his wife herself, 
might read a report of the marriage of Mr. James 
Smith, without having the slightest suspicion of who 
the bridegroom really was. 

A fortnight after the paying off of the crew, he 
was married to the merchant-captain’s daughter. The 
father of the girl was well known among his fellow- 
townsmen as a selfish, grasping man, who was too 
anxious to secure a rich son-in-law to object to any 
proposals for hastening the marriage. He and his wife, 
and a few intimate relations had been present at the 
ceremony; and, after it had been performed, the newly- 
married couple left the town at once for a honeymoon 
trip to the Highland Lakes. 

Two days later, however, they unexpectedly re- 
turned, announcing a complete change in their plans. 
The bridegroom (thinking, probably, that he would be 
safer out of England than in it) had been pleasing the 
bride’s fancy by his descriptions of the climate and 
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the scenery of southern parts. The new Mrs. James 
Smith was all curiosity to see Spain and Italy; and, 
having often proved herself an excellent sailor on 
board her father’s vessel, was anxious to go to the 
Mediterranean in the easiest way by sea. Her affec- 
tionate husband, having now no other object in life 
than to gratify her wishes, had given up the Highland 
excursion, and had returned to have his yacht got ready 
for sea immediately. In this explanation there was 
nothing to awaken the suspicions of the lady’s parents. 
The mother thought Mr. James Smith a model among 
bridegrooms. The father lent his assistance to man 
the yacht at the shortest notice, with as smart a crew 
as could be picked up about the town. Principally 
through his exertions, the vessel was got ready for 
sea with extraordinary dispatch. The sails were bent, 
the provisions were put on board, and Mr. James 
Smith sailed for the Mediterranean with the unfortunate 
woman who believed herself to be his wife, before Mr. 
Dark and myself set forth to look after him from Dar- 
rock Hall. 

Such was the true account of my master’s infamous 
conduct in Scotland, as it was related to me. On 
concluding, Mr. Dark hinted that he had something 
still left to tell me, but declared that he was too 
sleepy to talk any more that night. As soon as wo 
were awake the next morning, he returned to the sub- 
ject 

“I didn’t finish all I had to say, last night, did I?” 
he began. 
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“You unfortunately told me enough, and more than 
enough, to prove the truth of the statement in the 
anonymous letter,” I answered. 

“Yes,” says Mr. Dark, “but did I tell you who 
wrote the anonymous letter?” 

“You don’t mean to say that you have found that 
out!” says I. 

“I think I have,” was the cool answer. “When I 
heard about your precious master paying off the regular 
crew of the yacht, I put the circumstance by in my 
mind, to be brought out again and sifted a little as 
soon as the opportunity offered. It offered in about 
half an hour. Says I to the gauger, who was the 
principal talker in the room, ‘How about those men 
that Mr. Smith paid off? Did they all go as soon as 
they got their money, or did they stop here till they 
had spent every farthing of it in the public -houses?’ 
The gauger laughs. ‘No such luck,’ says he, in the 
broadest possible Scotch (which I’ll translate into Eng- 
lish, William, for your benefit). ‘No such luck; they 
all went south , to spend their money among finer people 
than us. All, that is to say, with one exception. It 
was thought the steward of the yacht had gone along 
with the rest; when, the very day Mr. Smith sailed for 
the Mediterranean, who should turn up unexpectedly 
but the steward himself? Where he had been hiding, 
and why he had been hiding, nobody could tell.’ ‘Per- 
haps he had been imitating his master, and looking 
out for a wife,’ says I. ‘Likely enough,’ says the 
gauger; ‘he gave a very confused account of himself, 
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and he cut all questions short by going away south in 
a violent hurry.’ That was enough for me: I let the 
subject drop. Clear as daylight, isn’t it, William? 
The steward suspected something wrong — the steward 
waited and watched — the steward wrote that ano- 
nymous letter to your mistress. We can find him, if 
we want him, by inquiring at Cowes; and we can send 
to the church for legal evidence of the marriage as 
soon as we are instructed to do so. All that we have 
got to do now is to go back to your mistress, and see 
what course she means to take under the circumstances. 
It’s a pretty case, William, so far — an uncommonly 
pretty case, as it stands at present” 

We returned to Darrock Hall as fast as coaches 
and post-horses could carry us. 

Having from the first believed that the statement 
in the anonymous letter was true, my mistress received 
the bad news we brought, calmly and resignedly — so 
far, at least, as outward appearances went. She as- 
tonished and disappointed Mr. Dark, by declining to 
act, in any way, on the information that he had col- 
lected for her, and by insisting that the whole affair 
should still be buried in the profoundest secrecy. For 
the first time since I had known my travelling com- 
panion, he became depressed in spirits on hearing that 
nothing more was to be done; and although he left 
the Hall with a handsome present, he left it discon- 
tentedly. 

“Such a pretty case, William,” says he, quite sor- 
rowfully, as we shook hands. “Such an uncommonly 
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pretty case! It’s a thousand pities to stop it, in this 
way, before it’s half over.” 

“You don’t know what a proud lady and what a 
delicate lady my mistress is,” I answered. “ She would 
die rather than expose her forlorn situation in a public 
court, for the sake of punishing her husband.” 

“Bless your simple heart,” says Mr. Dark, “do 
you really think, now, that such a case as this can be 
hushed up?” 

“Why not,” I asked, “if we all keep the secret?” 
“That for the secret!” cries Mr. Dark, snapping 
his fingers. “Your master will let the cat out of the 
bag, if nobody else does.” 

“My master!” I repeated, in amazement. 

“Yes, your master,” says Mr. Dark. “I have had 
some experience in my time, and I say you have not 
seen the last of him yet. Mark my words, William. 
Mr. James Smith will come back.” 

With that prophecy, Mr. Dark fretfully treated him- 
self to a last pinch of snuff, and departed in dudgeon 
on his journey back to his master in London. His 
last words hung heavily on my mind for days after he 
had gone. It was some weeks before I got over a 
habit of starting whenever the bell was rung at the 
front door. 
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CHAPTER IV. 

Our life at the Hall soon returned to its old dreary 
course. The lawyer in London wrote to my mistress 
to ask her to come and stay for a little while with his 
wife. But she declined the invitation, being averse to 
facing company after what had happened to her. Though 
she tried hard to keep the real state of her mind con- 
cealed from all about her, I, for one, could see plainly 
enough that she was pining under the bitter injury 
that had been inflicted on her. What effect continued 
solitude might have had on her spirits, I tremble to 
think. 

Fortunately for herself, it occurred to her, before 
long, to send and invite Mr. Meeke to resume his mu- 
sical practising with her at the Hall. She told him — 
and, as it seemed to me, with perfect truth — that any 
implied engagement which he had made with Mr. James 
Smith was now cancelled, since the person so named 
had morally forfeited all his claims as a husband — 
first, by his desertion of her; and, secondly, by his 
criminal marriage with another woman. After stating 
this view of the matter, she left it to Mr. Meeke to 
decide whether the perfectly innocent connection be- 
tween them should be resumed or not The little par- 
son, after hesitating and pondering, in his helpless 
way, ended by agreeiug with my mistress, and by 
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coming back once more to the Hall with his fiddle 
under his arm. This renewal of their old habits might 
have been imprudent enough, as tending to weaken 
my mistress’s case in the eyes of the world; but, for 
all that, it was the most sensible course she could take 
for her own sake. The harmless company of Mr. Meeke, 
and the relief of playing the old tunes again in the old 
way, saved her, I verily believe, from sinking alto- 
gether under the oppression of the shocking situation 
in which she was now placed. 

So , with the assistance of Mr. Meeke and his fiddle, 
my mistress got through the weary time. The winter 
passed; the spring came; and no fresh tidings reached 
us of Mr. James Smith. It had been a long, hard 
winter that year, and the spring was backward and 
rainy. The first really fine day we had was the day 
that fell on the fourteenth of March. 

I am particular in mentioning this date, merely be- 
cause it is fixed for ever in my memory. As long as 
there is life in me, I shall remember that fourteenth 
of March, and the smallest circumstances connected 
with it. 

The day began ill, with what superstitious people 
would think a bad omen. My mistress remained late 
in her room in the morning, amusing herself by looking 
over her clothes, and by setting to rights some drawers 
in her cabinet which she had not opened for some time 
past. Just before luncheon, we were startled by hearing 
the drawing-room bell rung violently. I ran up to see 
what was the matter, and the quadroon, Josephine, 
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who had heard the bell in another part of the house, 
hastened to answer it also. She got into the drawing- 
room first, and I followed close on her heels. My mis- 
tress was standing alone on the hearth-rug, with an ap- 
pearance of great discomposure in her face and manner. 

“I have been robbed ! ” she said , vehemently. 
“I don’t know when or how. But I miss a pair of 
bracelets, three rings, and a quantity of old-fashioned 
lace pocket handkerchiefs.” 

“If you have any suspicions, ma’am,” said Jo- 
sephine, in a sharp, sudden way, “say who they 
point at My boxes, for one, are quite at your dis- 
posal.” 

“ Who asked you about your boxes ? ” said my 
mistress, angrily. “Be a little less ready with your 
answer, if you please, the next time I speak.” 

She then turned to me, and began explaining the 
circumstances under which she had discovered her 
loss. I suggested that the missing things should be 
well searched for first; and then, if nothing came of 
that, that I should go for the constable, and place the 
matter under his direction. 

My mistress agreed to this plan, and the search 
was undertaken immediately. It lasted till dinner- 
time, and led to no results. I then proposed going 
for the constable. But my mistress said it was too 
late to do anything that day, and told me to wait at 
table as usual, and to go on my errand the first thing 
the next morning. Mr. Meeke was coming with some 
new music in the evening; and I suspect she was not 
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willing to be disturbed at her favourite occupation by 
the arrival of the constable. 

When dinner was over, the parson came; and the 
concert went on as usual through the evening. At 
ten o’clock I took up the tray, with the wine and 
soda-water and biscuits. Just as I was opening one 
of the bottles of soda-water, there was a sound 
of wheels on the drive outside, and a ring at the 
bell. 

I had unfastened the wires of the cork, and could 
not put the bottle down to run at once to the door. 
One of the female servants answered it. I heard a 
sort of half scream — then the sound of a footstep 
that was familiar to me. 

My mistress turned round from the piano, and 
looked me hard in the face. 

“William!” she said, “do you know that step?” 

Before I could answer, the door was pushed open, 
and Mr. James Smith walked into the room. 

He had his hat on. His long hair flowed down 
under it over the collar of his coat; his bright black 
eyes, after resting an instant on my mistress, turned 
to Mr. Meeke. His heavy eyebrows met together, and 
one of his hands went up to one of his bushy black 
whiskers, and pulled at it angrily. 

“You here again!” he said, advancing a few 
steps toward the little parson, who sat trembling all 
over, with his fiddle hugged up in his arms, as if it 
had been a child. 

Seeing her villainous husband advance, my mis* 
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tress moved too, so as to face him. He turned round 
on her at the first step she took , as quick as 
lightning. 

“You shameless woman!” he said. “Can you look 
me in the face in the presence of that man?” He 
pointed, as he spoke, to Mr. Meeke. 

My mistress never shrank when he turned upon 
her. Not a sign of fear was in her face when they 
confronted each other. Not the faintest flush of anger 
came into her cheeks when he spoke. The sense of 
the insult and injury that he had inflicted on her, and 
the consciousness of knowing his guilty secret, gave 
her all her self-possession at that trying moment. 

“I ask you again,” he repeated, finding that she 
did not answer him. “How dare you look me in the 
face in the presence of that man?” 

She raised her steady eyes to his hat, which he 
still kept on his head. 

“Who has taught you to come into a room and 
speak to a lady with your hat on?” she asked, in 
quiet, contemptuous tones. “Is that a habit which is 
sanctioned by your new wife V* 

My eyes were on him as she said those last words. 
His complexion, naturally dark and swarthy, changed 
instantly to a livid yellow white; his hand caught at 
the chair nearest to him; and he dropped into it 
heavily. 

“I don’t understand you,” he said, after a moment 
of silence, looking about the room unsteadily while he 
spoke. 
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“You do,” said my mistress. “Your tongue lies, 
but your face speaks tbe truth.” 

He called back his courage and audacity by a 
desperate effort, and started up from the chair again 
with an oath. 

The instant before this happened, I thought I 
heard the sound of a rustling dress in the passage 
outside, as if one of the women servants was stealing 
up to listen outside the door. I should have gone at 
once to see whether this was the case or not, but my 
master stopped me just after he had risen from the 
chair. 

“Get the bed made in the Bed Room, and light a 
fire there directly,” ho said, with his fiercest look and 
in his roughest tones. “When I ring the bell, bring 
me a kettle of boiling water and a bottle of brandy. 
As for you,” he continued, turning towards Mr. Meeke, 
who still sat pale and speechless, with his fiddle 
hugged up in his arms, “leave the house, or you won’t 
find your cloth any protection to you.” 

At this insult the blood flew into my mistress’s 
face. Before she could say anything, Mr. James 
Smith raised his voice loud enough to drown hers. 

“I won’t hear another word from you,” he cried 
out, brutally. “You have been talking like a mad 
woman, and you look like a mad woman. You are 
out of your senses. As sure as you live, I ’ll have 
you examined by the doctors to-morrow. Why the 
devil do you stand there, you scoundrel?” he roared, 
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wheeling round on his heel to me. “Why don’t you 
obey my orders?” 

I looked at my mistress. If she had directed me 
to knock Mr. James Smith down, big as he was, I 
think at that moment I could have done it. 

“Do as he tells you, William,” she said, squeezing 
one of her hands firmly over her bosom, as if she was 
trying to keep down the rising indignation in that 
way. “This is the last order of his giving that I 
shall ask you to obey.” 

“Do you threaten me, you mad — ?” 

He finished the question by a word I shall not 
repeat. 

“I tell you,” she answered, in clear, ringing, 
resolute tones, “that you have outraged me past all 
forgiveness, and all endurance, and that you shall 
never insult me again as you have insulted me to- 
night.” 

After saying those words, she fixed one steady look 
on him, then turned away, and walked slowly to the 
door. 

A minute previously, Mr. Meeke had summoned 
courage enough to get up and leave the room quietly. 
I noticed him walking demurely away, close to the 
wall, with his fiddle held under one tail of his long 
frock coat, as if he was afraid that the savage passions 
of Mr. James Smith might be wreaked on that unoffend- 
ing instrument. He got to the door before my mistress. 
A a he softly pulled it open, I saw him start, and the 
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rustling of the gown caught my ear again from out- 
side. 

My mistress followed him into the passage, turning, 
however, in the opposite direction to that taken by the 
little parson, in order to reach the staircase that led to 
her own room. I went out next, leaving Mr. James 
Smith alone. 

I overtook Mr. Meeke in the hall, and opened the 
door for him. 

“I beg your pardon, sir,” I said, “but did you 
come upon anybody listening outside the music-room 
when you left it just now?” 

“Yes, William,” said Air. Meeke, in a faint voice. 
“I think it was Josephine. But I was so dreadfully 
agitated that I can’t be quite certain about it.” 

Had she surprised our secret? That was the ques- 
tion I asked myself, as I went away to light the fire in 
the Eed Room. Calling to mind the exact time at 
which I had first detected the rustling outside the door, 
I came to the conclusion that she had only heard the 
last part of the quarrel between my mistress and her 
rascal of a husband. Those bold words about the 
“new wife” had been assuredly spoken before I heard 
Josephine stealing up to the door. 

As soon as the fire was alight and the bed made, I 
went back to the music-room to announce that my 
orders had been obeyed. Mr. James Smith was walk- 
ing up and down in a perturbed way, still keeping his 
hat on. He followed me to the Red Room without 
saying a word. 

A Plot in Private Life, etc. 4 
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Ten minutes later, lie rang for the kettle and the 
bottle of brandy. When I took them in, I found him 
unpacking a small carpet-bag, which was the only lug- 
gage he had brought with him. fie still kept silence, 
and did not appear to take any notice of me. I left 
him immediately, without our having so much as ex- 
changed a single word. 

So far as J cpuld tell, the night passed quietly. , 

The next morning I heard that my mistress was 
suffering so severely from a nervous attack that she 
was unable to rise from her bed. It was no surprise 
to me to be told that, knowing, as I did, what she had 
gone through the night before. 

About nine o’clock I went with the hot water to 
the Red Room. After knocking twice, I tried the door, 
and, finding it not locked, went in with the jug in my 
hand. 

I looked at the bed; I looked all round the room. 
Hot a sign of Mr. James Smith was to be seen any- 
where. 

Judging by appearances, the bed had certainly 
been occupied. Thrown across the counterpane lay the 
night-gown he had worn. I took it up, and saw some 
spots on it. I looked at them a little closer. They 
were spots of blood. 
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CHAPTER V. 

The first amazement and alarm produced by this 
discovery deprived me of my presence of mind. With- 
out stopping to think what I ought to do first, I ran 
back to the servants’ hall, calling out that something 
had happened to my master. 

All the household hurried directly into the Red 
Room, Josephine among the rest. I was first brought 
to my senses, as it were, by observing the strange ex- 
pression of her countenance when she saw the bed-gown 
and the empty room. All the other servants were be- 
wildered and frightened. She alone, after giving a 
little start, recovered herself directly. A look of devil- 
ish satisfaction broke out on her face: and she left the 
room quickly and quietly, without exchanging a word 
with any of us. I saw this, and it aroused my suspi- 
cions. There is no need to mention what they were; 
for, as events soon showed, they were entirely wide of 
the mark. 

Having come to myself a little, I sent them all out 
of the room, except the coachman. We two then ex- 
amined the place. 

The Red Room was usually occupied by visitors. 
It was on the ground floor, and looked out into the 
garden. We found the window-shutters, which I had 
barred overnight, open, but the window itself was down. 

4 * 
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The fire had been out long enough for the grate to he 
quite cold. Half the bottle of brandy had been drunk. 
The carpet-bag was gone. There were no marks of 
violence or struggling anywhere about the bed or the 
room. We examined every corner carefully, but made 
no other discoveries than these. 

When I returned to the servants’ hall, bad news of 
my mistress was awaiting me there. The unusual 
noise and confusion in the house had reached her ears, 
and she had been told what had happened, without 
sufficient caution being exercised in preparing her to 
hear it. In her weak, nervous state, the shock of the 
intelligence had quite prostrated her. She had fallen 
into a swoon, and had been brought back to her senses 
with the greatest difficulty. As to giving me or any- 
body else directions what to do, under the embarrassing 
circumstances which had now occurred, she was totally 
incapable of the effort. 

I waited till the middle of the day, in the hope 
that she might get strong enough to give her orders; 
but no message came from her. At last I resolved to 
send and ask her what she thought it best to do. Jo- 
sephine was the proper person to go on this errand; 
but when I asked for Josephine, she was nowhere to 
be found. The housemaid, who had searched for her 
ineffectually, brought word that her bonnet and shawl 
were not hanging in their usual places. The parlour- 
maid, who had been in attendance in my mistress’s 
room, came down while we were all aghast at this new 
disappearance. She could only tell us that Josephine 
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tad begged ter to do lady’s-maid’s duty ttat morning, 
as she was not well. Not well! And the first result of 
her illness appeared to be that she had left the house! 

I cautioned the servants on no account to mention 
this circumstance to my mistress, and then went up- 
stairs myself to knock at her door. My object was to 
ask if I might count on her approval if I wrote in her 
name to the lawyer in London, and if I afterwards 
went and gave information of what had occurred to the 
nearest justice of the peace. I might have sent to 
make this inquiry through one of the female servants; 
but by this time, though not naturally suspicious, I had 
got to distrust everybody in the house, whether they 
deserved it or not. 

So I asked the question myself, standing outside 
the door. My mistress thanked me in a faint voice, 
and begged me to do what I had proposed imme- 
diately. 

I went into my own bedroom and wrote to the 
lawyer, merely telling him that Mr. James Smith had 
appeared unexpectedly at the Hall, and that events 
had occurred in consequence which required his imme- 
diate presence. I made the letter up like a parcel, and 
sent the coachman with it to catch the mail on its 
way through to London. 

The next thing was to go to the justice of the 
peace. The nearest lived about five miles off, and 
was well acquainted with my mistress. He was an 
old bachelor, and he kept house with his brother, who 
was a widower. The two were much respected and 
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beloved ill the county, being kind, unaffected gen- 
tlemen who did a great deal of good among the poor. 
The justice was Mr. Robert Nicholson, and his brother, 
the widower, was Mr. Philip. 

I had got my hat on, and was asking the groom 
which horse I had better take, when an open carriage 
drove up to the house. It contained Mr. Philip Nicholson 
and two persons in plain clothes, not exactly servants, 
and not exactly gentlemen, as far as I could judge. 
Mr. Philip looked at me, when I touched my hat to 
him, in a very grave, downcast way, and asked for my 
mistress. I told him she was ill in bed. He shook his 
head at hearing that, and said he wished to speak to 
me in private. I showed him into the library. One 
of the men in plain clothes followed us, and sat in the 
hall. The other waited with the carriage. 

“I was just going out, sir,” I said, as I set a chair 
for him, “to speak to Mr. Robert Nicholson about a 
very extraordinary circumstance — ” 

“I know what you refer to,” said Mr. Philip, 
cutting me short rather abruptly; “and I must beg, for 
reasons which will presently appear, that you will make 
no statement of any sort to me until you have first 
heard what I have to say. I am here on a very 
serious and a very shocking errand, which deeply con- 
cerns your mistress and you.” 

His face suggested something worse than his words 
expressed. My heart began to beat fast, and I felt that 
I was turning pale. 

“Your master, Mr. James Smith,” he went on, 
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“came here unexpectedly, yesterday evening, and slept 
in this house last night Before he retired to rest, he 
and your mistress had high words together, which 
ended, I am sorry to hear, in a threat of a serious 
nature addressed by Mrs. James Smith to her husband. 
They slept in separate rooms. This ittorning you went 
into your master’s room and saw no sign of him there. 
You only found his night-gown on the bed, spotted 
with blood.” 

“Yes, sir,” I said, in as steady a voice as I could 
command. “Quite true.” 

“I am not examining you,” said Mr. Philip. “I 
am only making a certain statement, the truth of which 
you can admit or deny before my brother.” 

“Before your brother, sir!” I repeated. “Am I 
suspected of anything wrong?” 

“There is a suspicion that Mr. James Smith has 
been murdered,” was the answer I received to that 
question. 

My flesh began to creep all over from head to 
foot. 

“I am shocked, I am horrified to say,” Mr. Philip 
went on, “that the suspicion affects your mistress, in 
the first place, and you in the second.” 

I shall not attempt to describe what I felt when he 
said that. No words of mine, no words of anybody’s 
could give an idea of it What other men would have 
done in my situation, I don’t know. I stood before 
Mr. Philip, staring straight at him, without speaking, 
without moving, almost without breathing. If he, or 
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any other man, had struck me at that moment, I do 
not believe I should have felt the blow. 

“Both my brother and myself,” said Mr. Philip, 
“have such unfeigned respect for your mistress, such 
sympathy for her under these frightful circumstances, 
and such an implicit belief in her capability of proving 
her innocence, that we are desirous of sparing her in 
this dreadful emergency as much as possible. For 
those reasons, I have undertaken to come here with 
the persons appointed to execute my brother’s war- 
rant — ” 

“Warrant, sir!” I said, getting command of my 
voice as he pronounced that word. “A warrant against 
my mistress!” 

“Against her and against you,” said Mr. Philip. 
“The suspicious circumstances have been sworn to by 
a competent witness, who has declared on oath that 
your mistress is guilty, and that you are an accom- 
plice.” 

“What witness, sir?” 

“Your mistress’s quadroon maid, who came to my 
brother this morning, and who has made her deposition 
in due form.” 

“And who is as false as hell,” I cried out pas- 
sionately, “in every word she says against my mistress 
and against me.” 

“I hope — no, I will go further, and say, I believe 
she is false,” said Mr. Philip. “But her perjury must 
be proved, and the necessary examination must take 
place. My carriage is going back to my brother’s, 
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and you will go in it, in charge of one of my men, who 
has the warrant to take you into custody. I shall remain 
here with the man who is waiting in the hall; and 
before any steps are taken to execute the other war- 
rant, I shall send for the doctor to ascertain when your 
mistress can bo removed.” 

“Oh, my poor mistress!” I said, “this will be the 
death of her, sir.” 

“I will take care that the shock shall strike her as 
tenderly as possible,” said Mr. Philip. “I am here for 
that express purpose. She has my deepest sympathy 
and respect, and shall have every help and alleviation 
that I can afford her.” 

The hearing him say that, and the seeing how 
sincerely he meant what he said, was the first gleam 
of comfort in the dreadful affliction that had befallen 
us. I felt this; I felt a burning anger against the 
wretch who had done her best to ruin my mistress’s 
fair name and mine; but in every other respect, I was 
like a man who had been stunned, and whose faculties 
had not perfectly recovered from the shock. Mr. Philip 
was obliged to remind me that time was of importance, 
and that I had better give myself up immediately, on 
the merciful terms which his kindness offered to me. 
I acknowledged that, and wished him good morning. 
But a mist seemed to come over my eyes as I turned 
round to go away; a mist that prevented me from 
finding my way to the door. Mr. Philip opened it for 
me, and said a friendly word or two, which I could 
hardly hear. The man waiting outside took me to his 
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companion in the carriage at the door, and I was driven 
away — a prisoner for the first time in my life. 

On our way to the Justice’s, what little thinking 
faculty I had left in me, was all occupied in the 
attempt to trace a motive for the inconceivable treachery 
and falsehood of which Josephine had been guilty. 

Her Words, her looks, and her manner, on that 
unfortunate day when my mistress so far forgot herself 
as to strike her, came back dimly to my memory, 
and led to the inference that part of the motive, at 
least, of which I was in search, might be referred to 
what had happened on that occasion. But was this 
the only reason for her devilish vengeance against my 
mistress? And, even if it were so, what fancied injuries 
had I done her? Why should I be included in the 
false accusation? In the dazed state of my faculties, 
at that time, I was quite incapable of seeking the 
answer to these questions. My mind was clouded 
all over, and I gave up the attempt to clear it in 
despair. 

I was brought before Mr. Robert Nicholson that 
day, and the fiend of a quadroon was examined in my 
presence. The first sight of her face — • with its wicked 
self-possession, with its smooth, leering triumph — so 
sickened me that I turned my head away, and never 
looked at her a second time throughout the proceed- 
ings. The answers she gave amounted p> a mere re- 
petition of the deposition to Which she had already 
sworn, i listened to her With the most breathless at- 
tention, and was thunderstruck at £he inconceivable 
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artfulness with which she had mixed up truth and 
falsehood in her charge against my mistress and me. 

This was, in substance, what she now stated in my 
presence: — 

After describing the manner of Mr. James Smith’s 
arrival at the hall, the witness, Josephine Durand, 
confessed that she had been led to listen at the music- 
room door, by hearing angry voices inside; and she 
then described, truly enough, the latter paTt of the 
altercation between husband and wife. Fearing, after 
this, that something serious might happen, she had 
kept watch in her room, which was on the same floor 
as her mistress’s. She had heard her mistress^ door 
open softly, between one and two in the morning — 
had followed her mistress, who carried a small lamp, 
along the passage and down the stairs into the hall — 
had hidden herself in the porter’s chair — had seen 
her mistress take a dagger in a green sheath from a 
collection of Eastern curiosities kept in the hall — had 
followed her again, and seen her softly enter the Red 
Room — had heard the heavy breathing of Mr. James 
Smith, which gave token that he was asleep — had 
slipped into an empty room, next door to the Red 
Room, and had waited there about a quarter of an 
hour, when her mistress came but again with the dag- 
ger in her hand — had followed her mistress again into 
the hall, inhere she had put the dagger back into its 
place — had seen her mistress turn into a ride passage 
that led to my room — had heard her knock at my 
door, and heard me answer and open it — had hidden 
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again in the porter’s chair — had, after a while, seen 
me and my mistress pass together into the passage that 
led to the Red Room — had watched us both into the 
Red Room — and had then, through fear of being dis- 
covered and murdered herself, if she risked detection 
any longer, stolen back to her own room for the rest of 
the night. 

After deposing, on oath, to the truth of these atro- 
cious falsehoods, and declaring, in conclusion, that Mr. 
James Smith had been murdered by my mistress, and 
that I was an accomplice, the quadroon had further 
asserted, in order to show a motive for the crime, that 
Mr. Meeke was my mistress’s lover, that he had been 
forbidden the house by her husband, and that he was 
found in the house , and alone with her, on the evening 
of Mr. James Smith’s return. Here again, there were 
some grains of truth cunningly mixed up with a revolt- 
ing lie, and they had their effect in giving to the false- 
hood a look of probability. 

I was cautioned in the usual manner, and asked if 
I had anything to say. 

I replied that I was innocent, but that I would 
wait for legal assistance before I defended myself. The 
Justice remanded me; and the examination was over. 
Three days later, my unhappy mistress was subjected 
to the same trial. I was not allowed to communicate 
with her. All I knew was that the lawyer had arrived 
from London to help her. Towards the evening, he 
was admitted to see me. He shook Ms head sorrow- 
fully when I asked after my mistress. 
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“I am afraid,” lie said, “that she has sunk under 
the horror of the situation in which that vile woman 
has placed her. Weakened by her previous agitation, 
she seems to have given way under this last shock, 
tenderly and carefully as Mr. Philip Nicholson broke 
the bad news to her. All her feelings appeared to be 
strangely blunted at the examination to-day. She an- 
swered the questions put to her quite correctly, but, at 
the same time, quite mechanically, with no change in 
her complexion, or in her tone of voice, or in her 
manner from beginning to end. It is a sad thing, 
William, when women cannot get their natural vent of 
weeping, and your mistress has not shed a tear since 
she left Darrock Hall.” 

“But surely, sir,” I said, “if my examination has 
not proved Josephine’s perjury, my mistress’s exami- 
nation must have exposed it?” 

“Nothing will expose it,” answered the lawyer, 
“but producing Mr. James Smith, or, at least, legally 
proving that he is alive. Morally speaking, I have no 
doubt that the Justice before whom you have been 
examined is as firmly convinced as we can be, that 
the quadroon has perjured herself. Morally speaking, 
he believes that those threats which your mistress un- 
fortunately used, referred (as she said they did, to-day) 
to her intention of leaving the Hall early in the morn- 
ing, with you for her attendant, and coming to me, if 
she had been well enough to travel, to seek effectual 
legal protection from her husband for the future. Mr. 
Nicholson believes that; and I, who know more of the 
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circumstances than he does, believe also that Mr. James 
Smith stole away from Darrock Hall in the night under 
fear of being indicted for bigamy. But if I can’t find 
him, if I can’t prove him to be alive, if I can’t account 
for those spots of blood on the night gown, the acci- 
dental circumstances of the case remain unexplained — 
your mistress’s rash language, the bad terms on which 
she has Jived with her husband, and her unlucky dis- 
regard of appearances in keeping up her intercourse 
with Mr. Meeke, all tell dead against us — and the 
Justice has no alternative, in a legal point of view, 
but to reipand you both, as he has now done, for the 
production of further evidence.” 

“But how, then, in heaven’s name, is our innocence 
to be proved, sir?" I asked. 

“In the first place,” said the lawyer, “by finding 
Mr. Jam es Smith; and, in the second place, by per- 
suading him, when he is found, to come forward and 
declare himself.” 

“Do you really believe, sir,” said I, “that he wmuld 
hesitate to do that, when he knows the horrible charge 
to which his disappearance has exposed his wife? He 
is a heartless villain, I know; but surely — ” 

“ I don’t suppose,” said the lawyer, cutting me short, 
“that he is quite scoundrel enough to decline coming 
forward, supposing he ran no risk by doing so. But 
remember that he has placed himself in a position to 
be tried for bigamy, and that he believes your mistress 
will put the law in force against him.” 

I had forgotten that circumstance. My heart sank 


Digitized by Google 



A PLOT IN PRIVATE LIFE. 




within me when it was recalled to my memory, and I 
could say nothing more. 

“It is a very serious tiling,” the lawyer went on; 
“it is a downright offence against the law of the land 
to make any private offer of a compromise to this man. 
Knowing what we know, our duty as good citizens is 
to give such information as may bring him to trial. I 
tell you plainly that, if I did not stand towards your 
mistress in the position of a relation, as well as a legal 
adviser, I should think twice about running the risk — 
the very serious risk — on which I am now about to 
'venture for her sake. As it is, I have taken the right 
measures to assure Mr. James Smith that he will not 
be treated according to his deserts. When he knows 
what the circumstances are, he will trust us — sup- 
posing always that we can find him. The search about 
this neighbourhood has been quite useless. I have sent 
private instructions by today’s post to Mr. Dark in 
London, and with them a carefully-worded form of ad- 
vertisement for the public newspapers. You may rest 
assured that every human means of tracing him will be 
tried forthwith. In the meantime, I have an important 
question to put to you about Josephine. She may know 
more than we think she does; she may have surprised 
the secret of the second marriage, and may be keeping 
it in reserve to use against us. If this should turn out 
to be the case, I shall want some other chance against 
her besides the chance of indicting her for perjury. As 
to her motive now for making this horrible accusation, 
what can you tell me about that, William?” 
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“Her motive against me, sir?” 

“No, no, not against you. I can see plainly 
enough that she accuses you because it is necessary to 
do so to add to the probability of her story — which, 
of course, assumes that you helped your mistress to 
dispose of the dead body. You are coolly sacrificed to 
some devilish vengeance against her mistress. Let us 
get at that first. Has there ever been a quarrel be- 
tween them?” 

I told him of the quarrel, and of how Josephine 
had looked and talked when she showed me her 
cheek. 

“Yes,” he said, “that is a strong motive for revenge 
with a naturally pitiless, vindictive woman. But is that 
all? Had your mistress any hold over her? Is there 
any self-interest mixed up along with this motive of 
vengeance? Think a little, William. Has anything 
ever happened in the house to compromise this woman, 
or to make her fancy herself compromised?” 

The remembrance of my mistress’s lost trinkets and 
handkerchiefs, which later and greater troubles had put 
out of my mind, flashed back into my memory while 
he spoke. I told him immediately of the alarm in the 
house when the loss was discovered. 

“Did your mistress suspect Josephine and question 
her?” he asked, eagerly. 

“No, sir,” I replied. “Before she could say a 
word, Josephine impudently asked who she suspected, 
and boldly offered her own boxes to be searched.” 

The lawyer’s face turned red as scarlet. He jumped 
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out of Ha cliair, and hit me such a smack on the 
shoulder, that I thought he had gone mad. 

“By Jupiter 1” he cried out, “we have got the whip 
hand of that she-devil at last.” 

I looked at him in astonishment. 

“Why, man alive,” he said, “don’t you see how it 
is? Josephine’s the thief 1 I am as sure of it as that 
you and I are talking together. This vile accusation 
against your mistress answers another purpose besides 
the vindictive one — it is the very best screen that 
the wretch could possibly set up to hide herself from 
detection. It has stopped your mistress and you from 
moving in the matter; it exhibits her in the false cha- 
racter of an honest witness against a couple of crimi- 
nals; it gives her time to dispose of the goods, or to 
hide them, or to do anything she likes with them. 
Stop! let me be quite sure that I know what the lost 
things are. A pair of bracelets, three rings, and a lot 
of lace pocket handkerchiefs — is that what you said?” 
“Yes, sir.” 

“Your mistress will describe them particularly, and 
I will take the right steps the first tHng to-morrow 
morning. Good-evening, William, and keep up your 
spirits. It shan’t be my fault if you don’t soon see the qua- 
droon in the right place for her — at the prisoner’s bar.” 
With that farewell he went out. 

The days passed, and I did not see him again until 
the period of my remand had expired. On this occa- 
sion, when I once more appeared before the Justice, 
my mistress appeared with me. The first sight of her 
• - A Plot in Private Life, etc. 5 


Digitized by Google 



66 


A PLOT IN PRIVATE LIFE. 


absolutely startled me — slie was so sadly altered. 
Her face looked so pinched and thin that it was like 
the face of an old woman. The dull, vacant resigna- 
tion of her expression was something shocking to see. 
It changed a little when her eyes first turned heavily 
towards me; and she whispered, with a faint smile, “I 
am sorry for you, William; I am very, very sorry for 
you." But as soon as she had said those words, the 
blank look returned, and she sat with her head droop- 
ing forward, quiet and inattentive and hopeless — so 
changed a being that her oldest friends would hardly 
have known her. 

Our examination was a mere formality. There was 
no additional evidence, either for or against us, and we 
were remanded again for another week. 

I asked the lawyer, privately, if any chance had 
offered itself of tracing Mr. James Smith. He looked 
mysterious, and only said in answer, “Hope for the 
best” I inquired, next, if any progress had been made 
toward fixing the guilt of the robbery on Josephine. 

“I never boast,” he replied. “But, cunning as she 
is, I should not be surprised if Mr. Dark and I, 
together, turned out to be more than a match for her.” 

Mr. Dark! There was something in the mere men- 
tion of his name that gave me confidence in the future. 
If I could only have got my poor mistress’s sad dazed 
face out of my mind, I should not have had much de- 
pression of spirits to complain of during the interval of 
time that elapsed between the second examination and 
the third. 
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CHAPTER VI. 

On the third appearance of my mistress and myself 
before the Justice, I noticed some faces in the room 
which I had not seen there before. Greatly to my 
astonishment — for the previous examinations had 
been conducted as privately as possible — I remarked 
the presence of two of the servants from the Hall, and 
of three or four of the tenants on the Darrock estate, 
who lived nearest to the house. They all sat together 
on one side of the justice-room. Opposite to them, and 
close at the side of a door, stood my old acquaintance, 
Mr. Dark, with his big snuff-box, his jolly face, and 
his winking eye. He nodded to me, when I looked at 
him, as jauntily as if we were meeting at a party of 
pleasure. The quadroon woman, who had been sum- 
moned to the examination, had a chair placed opposite 
to the witness-box, and in a line with the seat occupied 
by my poor mistress, whose looks, as I was grieved to 
see, were not altered for the better. The lawyer 
from London was with her, and I stood behind her 
chair. 

We were all quietly disposed in the room in this 
way, when the Justice, Mr. Robert Nicholson, came in 
with his brother. It might have been only fancy, but 
I thought I could see in both their faces that some- 
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tiling remarkable bad happened since we bad met at 
the last examination. 

The deposition of Josephine Durand was read over 
by the clerk, and she was asked if she had anything 
to add to it. She replied in the negative. The Justice 
then appealed to my mistress’s relation, the lawyer, to 
know if he could produce any evidence relating to the 
charge against his clients. 

“I have evidence,” answered the lawyer, getting 
briskly on his legs, “which, I believe, sir, -will justify 
me in asking for their discharge.” 

“Where are your witnesses?” inquired the Justice, 
looking hard at Josephine while he spoke. 

“One of them is in waiting, your worship,” said 
Mr. Dark, opening the door near which he was stand- 
ing. 

He went out of the room, remained away about 
a minute, and returned with his witness at his heels. 

My heart gave a bound as if it would jump out of 
my body. There, with his long hair cut short, and 
his bushy whiskers shaved off, — there, in his own 
proper person, safe and sound as ever, was Mr. James 
Smith ! 

The quadroon’s iron nature resisted the shock of 
his unexpected presence on the scene with a steadiness 
that was nothing short of marvellous. Her thin lips 
closed together convulsively, and there was a slight 
movement in the muscles of her throat But not a 
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word, not a sign, betrayed her. Even the yellow tinge 
of her complexion remained unchanged. 

“It is not necessary, sir, that I should waste time 
and words in referring to the wicked and preposterous 
charge against my clients,” said the lawyer, addressing 
Mr. Robert Nicholson. “The one sufficient justification 
for discharging them immediately is before you at this 
moment, in the person of that gentleman. There, sir, 
stands the murdered Mr. James Smith, of Darrock 
Hall, alive and well, to answer for himself.” 

“That is not the man!” cried Josephine, her shrill 
voice just as high, clear, and steady as ever. “I de- 
nounce that man as an impostor! Of my own know- 
ledge I deny that he is Mr. James Smith!” 

“No doubt you do,” said the lawyer; “but we will 
prove his identity for all that” 

The first witness called was Mr! Philip Nicholson. 
He could swear that ho had seen Mr. James Smith, 
and spoken to him, at least a dozen times. The per- 
son now before him was Mr. James Smith, altered as 
to personal appearance, by having his hair cut short, 
and his whiskers shaved off, but still unmistakably the 
man he assumed to be. 

“Conspiracy!” interrupted the quadroon, hissing 
the word out viciously between her teeth. 

“If you are not silent,” said Mr. Robert Nicholson, 
“you will be removed from the room. It will sooner 
meet the ends of justice,” he went on, addressing the 
lawyer, “if you prove the question of identity by 
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witnesses wlio have been in habits of daily communi- 
cation with Mr. James Smith.” 

Upon this, one of the servants from the Hall was 
placed in the box. 

The alteration in his master’s appearance evidently 
puzzled the man. Besides the perplexing change al- 
ready adverted to, there was also a change in Mr. 
James Smith’s expression and manner. Rascal as he 
was, I must do him the justice to say that he looked 
startled and ashamed when he first caught sight of his 
unfortunate wife. The servant, who was used to bo 
eyed tyrannically by him, and ordered about roughly, 
seeing him now for the first time abashed and silent, 
stammered and hesitated on being asked to swear to 
his identity. 

“I can hardly say for certain, sir,” said the man, 
addressing the Justice in a bewildered manner. “He 
is like my master, and yet he isn’t. If he wore 
whiskers and had his hair long, and if he was, saving 
your presence, sir, a little more rough and ready in his 
way, I could swear to him anywhere with a safe con- 
science.” 

Fortunately for us, at this moment Mr. James 
Smith’s feeling of uneasiness at the situation in which 
he was placed, changed to a feeling of irritation at 
being coolly surveyed and then stupidly doubted in 
the matter of his identity by one of his own servants. 

“Can’t you say in plain words, you idiot, whether 
you know me, or whether you don’t?” he called out, 
angrily. 
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“That’s his voice 1” cried the servant, starting in 
the box. “Whiskers or no whiskers, that’s him!” 

“If there is any difficulty, your worship, about the 
gentleman’s hair,” said Mr. Dark, coming forward with 
a grin, “here’s a small parcel which, I may make so 
bold as to say, will remove it.” Saying that, he opened 
the parcel, took some locks of hair out of it, and held 
them up close to Mr. James Smith’s head. “A pretty 
good match, your worship,” continued Mr. Dark. “I 
have no doubt the gentleman’s head feels cooler now 
it’s off. We can’t put the whiskers on, I’m afraid, but 
they match the hair; and there they are in the paper 
(if one may say such a thing of whiskers) to speak 
for themselves.” 

“Lies! lies! lies!” screamed Josephine, losing her 
wicked self-control at this stage of the proceedings. 

The Justice made a sign to two of the constables 
present, as she burst out with those exclamations, and 
the men removed her to an adjoining room. 

The second servant from the Hall was then put in 
the box, and was followed by one of the tenants. 
After what they had heard and seen, neither of these 
men had any hesitation in swearing positively to then- 
master’s identity. 

“It is quite unnecessary,” said the Justice, as soon 
as the box was empty again, “to examine any more 
witnesses as to the question of identity. All the legal 
formalities are accomplished, and the charge against 
the prisoners falls to the ground. I have great plea- 
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sore in ordering the immediate discharge of both the 
accused persons, and in declaring from this place that 
they leave the court without the slightest stain on their 
characters.” 

He bowed low to my mistress as he said that, 
paused a moment, and then looked inquiringly at Mr. 
James Smith. 

“I have hitherto abstained from making any re- 
mark unconnected with the immediate matter in hand,” 
ho went on. “But now that my duty is done, I can- 
not leave this chair without expressing my strong sense 
of disapprobation of the conduct of Mr. James Smith 
— conduct which, whatever may be the motives that 
occasioned it, has given a false colour of probability 
to a most horrible charge against a lady of unspotted 
reputation, and against a person in a lower rank of 
life, whose good character ought not to have been im- 
perilled, even for a moment. Mr. Smith may or may 
not choose to explain his mysterious disappearance 
from Darrock Hall, and the equally unaccountable 
change which he has chosen to make in his personal 
appearance. There is no legal charge against him; 
but, speaking morally, I should be unworthy of the 
place I hold if I hesitated to declare my present 
conviction that his conduct has been deceitful, incon- 
siderate, and unfeeling, in the highest degree.” 

To this sharp reprimand, Mr. James Smith (evi- 
dently tutored beforehand as to what he was to say) 
replied that, in attending before the Justice, he wished 
to perform a plain duty and to keep himself strictly 
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within the letter of the law. He apprehended that the 
only legal obligation laid on him was to attend in that 
court to declare himself, and to enable competent wit- 
nesses to prove his identity. This duty accomplished, 
he had merely to add that he preferred submitting to 
a reprimand from the Bench to entering into explana- 
tions which would involve the disclosure of domestic 
circumstances of a very unhappy nature. After that 
brief reply, he had nothing further to say; and he 
would respectfully request the Justice’s permission to 
withdraw. 

The permission was accorded. As he crossed the 
room, he stopped near his wife, and said confusedly, 
in a very low tone — 

“I have done you many injuries, but I never in- 
tended this. I am sorry for it Have you anything 
to say to me before I go?" 

My mistress shuddered and hid her face. He 
waited a moment, and, finding that she did not answer 
him, bowed his head politely, and went out I did 
not know it then, but I had seen him for the last 
time. 

After he had gone, the lawyer, addressing Mr. 
.Robert Nicholson, said that he had an application to 
make, in reference to the woman Josephine Durand. 

At the mention of that name, my mistress hurriedly 
whispered a few words into her relation’s ear. He 
looked towards Mr. Philip Nicholson, who immediately 
advanced, offered his arm to my mistress, and led her 
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out. I was about to follow, when Mr. Dark stopped 
me, and begged that I would wait a few minutes 
longer, in order to give myself the pleasure of seeing 
“the end of the case.” 

In the meantime, the Justice had pronounced the 
necessary order to have the quadroon brought back. 
She came in, as bold and confident as ever. Mr. Bobert 
Nicholson looked away from her in disgust, and said 
to the lawyer — 

“Your application is to have her committed for per- 
jury, of course?” 

“For perjury?” said Josephine, with her wicked 
smile. “Very goodf I shall explain some little matters 
that I have not explained before. You think I am quite 
at your mercy now? Bah! I shall make myself a thorn 
in your sides, yet.” 

“She has got scent of the second marriage,” 
whispered Mr. Dark to me. 

There could be no doubt of it She had evidently 
been listening at the door, on the night when my 
master came back, longer than I had supposed. She 
must have heard those words about “the new wife” — 
she might even have seen the effect of them on Mr. 
James Smith. 

“We do not, at present, propose to charge Josephine 
Durand with perjury,” said the lawyer, “but with 
another offence, for which it is important to try her 
immediately, in order to effect the restoration of pro- 
perty that has been stolen. I charge her with stealing 
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from her mistress, while in her service at Darrock Hall, 
a pair of bracelets, three rings, and a dozen and a half 
of lace pocket-handkerchiefs. The articles in question 
were taken this morning from between the mattresses 
of her bed; and a letter was found in the same place, 
which clearly proves that she had represented the pro- 
perty as belonging to herself, and that she had tried 
to dispose of it to a purchaser in London.” While he 
was speaking, Mr. Dark produced the jewellery, the 
handkerchiefs, and the letter, and laid them before the 
Justice. 

Even Josephine’s extraordinary powers of self- 
control now gave way at last At the first words of 
the unexpected charge against her, she struck her hands 
together violently, gnashed her sharp white teeth, and 
burst out with a torrent of fierce sounding words in 
some foreign language, the meaning of which I did not 
understand then, and cannot explain now. 

“I think that’s check-mate for Marmzelle,” whis- 
pered Mr. Dark, with his invariable wink. “Suppose 
you go back to the Hall, now, William, and draw a 
jug of that very remarkable old ale of yours? I’ll be 
after you in five minutes, as soon as the charge is 
made out.” 

I could hardly realise it, when I found myself 
walking back to Darrock a free man again. 

In a quarter of an hour’s time Mr. Dark joined me, 
and drank to my health, happiness, and prosperity, in 
three separate tumblers. After performing this cere- 
mony, ho wagged his head and chuckled with an ap- 
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pearance of such excessive enjoyment that I could not 
avoid remarking on his high spirits. 

“It’s the Case, William; it’s the beautiful neatness 
of the Case that quite intoxicates me. Oh, Lord, what 
a happiness it is to be concerned in such a job as this!” 
cries Mr. Dark, slapping his stumpy hands on his fat 
knees in a sort of ecstasy. 

I had a very different opinion of the case, for my 
own part, but I did not venture on expressing it. I 
was too anxious to know how Mr. James Smith had 
been discovered and produced at the examination, to 
enter into any arguments. Mr. Dark guessed what was 
passing in my mind, and telling me to sit down and 
make myself comfortable, volunteered of his own accord 
to inform me of all that I wanted to know. 

“When I got my instructions and my statement of 
particulars,” he began, “I was not at all surprised to 
hear that Mr. James Smith had come back (I pro- 
phesied that, if you remember, William, the last time 
we met). But I was a good deal astonished, never- 
theless, at the turn things had taken; and I can’t say 
I felt very hopeful about finding our man. However, 
I followed my master’s directions, and put the adver- 
tisement in the papers. It addressed Mr. James Smith 
by name; but it was very carefully worded as to what 
was wanted of him. Two days after it appearod, a 
letter came to our office in a woman’s handwriting. It 
was my business to open the letters, and I opened that. 
The writer was short and mysterious; she requested 

that somebody would call from our office, at a certain 
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address, between the hours of two and four that after- 
noon, in reference to the advertisement which we had 
inserted in the newspapers. Of course I was the some- 
body who went. I kept myself from building up hopes 
by the way, knowing what a lot of Mr. James Smiths 
there were in London. On getting to the house, I was 
shown into the drawing-room; and there, dressed in a 
wrapper and lying on a sofa, was an uncommonly 
pretty woman, who looked as if she was just recovering 
from an illness. She had a newspaper by her side, 
and came to the point at once: ‘My husband’s name is 
James Smith , 1 she says, ‘and I have my reasons for 
wanting to know if he is the person you are in search 
of . 1 I described our man as Mr. James Smith of Dar- 
rock Hall, Cumberland. ‘I know no such person , 1 
says she — 11 

“What! was it not the second wife, after all?” I 
broke out 

“Wait a bit,” says Mr. Dark. “I mentioned the 
name of the yacht next, and she started up on the sofa 
as if she had been shot. ‘I think you were married 
in Scotland, ma’am ? 1 says I. She turns as pale as 
ashes, and drops back on the sofa, and says, faintly, 
‘It is my husband. Oh, sir, what has happened? 
What do you want with him? Is he in debt ? 1 I took 
a minute to think, and then made up my mind to tell 
her everything — feeling that she would keep her 
husband (as she called him) out of the way, if I 
frightened her by any mysteries. A nice job I had, 
William, as you may suppose, when she knew about 
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the bigamy business. What with screaming, fainting, 
crying, and blowing me up (as if / was to blame!) she 
kept me by that sofa of hers the best part of an hour 
• — kept me there, in short, till Mr. James Smith him- 
self came back. I leave you to judge if that mended 
matters. He found me mopping the poor woman’s 
temples with scent and water; and he would have 
pitched me out of the window, as sure as I sit here, if 
I had not met him and staggered him at once with the 
charge of murder against his wife. That stopped him, 
when he was in full cry, I can promise you. ‘Go and 
wait in the next room,’ says he, ‘and I’ll come in and 
speak to you directly.’” 

“And did you go?” I asked. 

“Of course I did,” says Air. Dark. “I knew he 
couldn’t get out by the drawing-room windows, and I 
knew I could watch the door; so away I went, leaving 
him alone with the lady, who didn’t spare him, by any 
manner of means, as I could easily hear in the next 
room. However, all rows in this world come to an 
end sooner or later; and a man with any brains in his 
head may do what he pleases with a woman who is 
fond of him. Before long I heard her crying and 
kissing him. ‘I can’t go home,’ she says, after this. 
‘You have behaved like a villain and a monster to me 
— but oh, Jemmy, I can’t give you up to anybody. 
Don’t go back to your wife! Oh, don’t, don’t go back 
to your wife!’ ‘No fear of that,’ says he. ‘My wife 
wouldn’t have me if I did go back to her.’ After that 
I beard the door open and went out to meet him on 
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the landing. He began swearing the moment be saw 
me, as if that was any good. ‘Business first, if you 
please, sir,’ says I, ‘and any pleasure you like, in tbe 
way of swearing, afterwards.’ With that beginning 
I mentioned our terms to him, and asked the pleasure 
of bis company to Cumberland in return. He was 
uncommonly suspicious at first, but I promised to draw 
out a legal document (mere waste paper, of no earthly 
use except to pacify him), engaging to hold him 
harmless throughout the proceedings; and what with 
that, and telling him of the frightful danger his wife 
was in, I managed, at last, to carry my point.” 

“But did the second wife make no objection to his 
going away with you?” I inquired. 

“Not she,” said Mr. Dark. “I stated the case to 
her, just as it stood; and soon satisfied her that there 
was no danger of Mr. James Smith’s first wife laying 
any claim to him. After hearing that, she joined me 
in persuading him to do his duty, and said she pitied 
your mistress from the bottom of her heart With her 
influence to back me, I had no great fear of our man 
changing his mind. I had the door watched that night, 
however, so as to make quite sure of him. The next 
morning he was ready to time when I called; and a 
quarter of an hour after that, we were off together for 
the north road. We made the journey with post-horses, 
being afraid of chance passengers, you know, in public 
conveyances. On the way down, Mr. James Smith 
and I got on as comfortably together as if we had been 
a pair of old friends. I told the story of our tracing 
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him to the north of Scotland ; and he gave me the par- 
ticulars, in return, of his bolting from Darrock Hall. 
They are rather amusing, William — would you like 
to hear them?” 

I told Mr. Dark that he had anticipated the very 
question I was about to ask him. 

“Well,” he said, “this is how it was: — To begin 
at the beginning, our man really took Mrs. Smith, 
Number Two, to the Mediterranean, as we heard. He 
sailed up the Spanish coast, and, after short trips 
ashore, stopped at a seaside place in France, called 
Cannes. There he saw a house and grounds to be 
sold, which took his fancy as a nice retired place to 
keep Number Two in. Nothing particular was wanted 
but the money to buy it*, and, not having the little 
amount in his own possession, Mr. James Smith makes 
a virtue of necessity, and goes back overland to his 
wife, with private designs on her purse-strings. Number 
Two, who objects to be left behind, goes with him as 
far as London. There he trumps up the first story 
that comes into his head, about rents in the country, 
and a house in Lincolnshire that is too damp for her 
to trust herself in; and so, leaving her for a few days 
in London, starts boldly for Darrock Hall. His notion 
was to wheedle your mistress out of the money by 
good behaviour; but it seems he started badly by 
quarrelling with her about a fiddle-playing parson — ” 

“Yes, yes, I know all about that part of the story,” 
I broke in, seeing by Mr. Dark’s manner that he was 
likely to speak both ignorantly and impertinently of 
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my mistress’s unlucky friendship for Mr. Meeke. “Go 
on to the time when I left my master alone in the 
Red Room, and tell me what he did between midnight 
and nine the next morning. 

“Did?” said Mr. Dark. “Why, he went to bed 
with the unpleasant conviction on his mind that your 
mistress had found him out, and with no comfort to 
speak of, except what he could get out of the brandy 
bottle. He couldn’t sleep; and the more he tossed and 
tumbled, the more certain he felt that his wife intended 
to have him tried for bigamy. At last, towards the 
gray of the morning, he could stand it no longer, and he 
made up his min d to give the law the slip while he had 
the chance. As soon as he was dressed, it struck him 
that there might be a reward offered for catching him, 
and lie determined to make that slight change in his 
personal appearance which puzzled the witnesses so 
much before the magistrate to-day. So he opens his 
dressing-case and crops his hair in no time, and takes 
off his whiskers next. The fire was out, and he had 
to shave in cold water. "What with that, and what 
with the flurry of his mind, naturally enough he cut 
himself — ” 

“And dried the blood with his night-gown!” 
says I. 

“With his night-gown,” repeated Mr. Dark. “It 
was the first thing that lay handy, and he snatched it 
up. Wait a bit, though, the cream of the thing is to 
come. When he had done being his own barber, he 
/I Plot in Private Life, etc . 6 
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couldn’t for the life of him hit on a way of getting rid 
of the loose hair. The fire was out, and he had no 
matches, so he couldn’t burn it. As for throwing it 
away, he didn’t dare do that in the house, or about 
the house, for fear of its being found, and betraying 
what he had done. So he wraps it all up in paper, 
crams it into his pocket, to be disposed of when he is 
at a safe distance from the Hall, takes his bag, gets 
out at the window, shuts it softly after him, and makes 
for the road as fast as his long legs will carry him. 
There he walks on till a coach overtakes him, and so 
travels back to London, to find himself in a fresh 
scrape as soon as he gets there. An interesting situa- 
tion, William, and hard travelling from one end of 
France to the other, had not agreed together in the 
case of Number Two. Mr. James Smith found her in 
bed, with doctor’s orders that she was not to be moved. 
There was nothing for it, after that, but to lie by in 
London till the lady got better. Luckily for us, she 
didn’t hurry herself; so that, after all, your mistress 
has to thank the very woman who supplanted her, for 
clearing her character by helping us to find Mr. James 
Smith!” 

“And pray how did you come by that loose hair 
of his which you showed before the Justice to-day?” 
I asked. 

“Thank Number Two again,” says Mr. Dark. “I 
was put up to asking after it by what she told me. 
While we were talking about the advertisement, I 
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made so bold as to inquire what first set her thinking 
that her husband and the Mr. James Smith whom we 
wanted might be one and the same man. ‘Nothing* 
says she, ‘but seeing him come home with his hair 
cut short and his whiskers shaved off, and finding that 
he could not give me any good reason for disfiguring 
himself in that way, I had my suspicions that some- 
thing was wrong, and the sight of your advertisement 
strengthened them directly.* The hearing her say that, 
suggested to my mind that there might be a difficulty 
in identifying him after the change in his looks; and I 
asked him what he had done with the loose hair, be- 
fore we left London. It was found in the pocket of 
his travelling coat, just as he had huddled it up there 
on leaving the Hall, worry and fright and vexation 
having caused him to forget all about it. Of course I 
took charge of the parcel; and you know what good 
it did as well as I do. So to speak , William , it just 
completed this beautifully neat case. Looking at the 
matter in a professional point of view, I don’t hesitate 
to say that we have managed our business with Mr. 
James Smith to perfection. We have produced him 
at the right time , and we are going to get rid of him 
at the right time. By to-night he will be on his way 
to foreign parts with Number Two, and he won’t show 
his nose in England again if he lives to the age of 
Methuselah.” 

It was a relief to hear that; and it was almost as 
great a comfort to find, from what Mr. Dark said next, 

6 * 
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that my mistress need fear nothing that Josephine 
eonld do for the future. 

The charge of theft, on which she was about to be 
tried, did not afford the shadow of an excuse in law, 
any more than in logic, for alluding to the crime 
which her master had committed. If she meant to talk 
about it, she might do so in her place of transporta- 
tion, but she would not have the slightest chance of 
being listened to previously in a court of law. 

“In short,” said Mr. Dark, rising to take his leave, 
“as I have told you already, William, it’s check-mate 
for Marmzelle. She didn’t manage the business of the 
robbery half as sharply as l sho.uld have expected. 
She certainly began well enough, by staying modestly 
at a lodging in the village, to give her attendance 
at the examinations as it might be required. Nothing 
could look more innocent and respectable so far. But 
her hiding the property between the mattresses of her 
bed — the very first place that any experienced man 
would think of looking in — was such an amazingly 
stupid thing to do, that I really can’t account for it, 
unless her mind had more weighing on it than it was 
able to bear, which, considering the heavy stakes she 
played for, is likely enough. Anyhow, her hands are 
tied now, and her tongue too, for the matter of that. 
Give my respects to your mistress, and tell her that 
her runaway husband and her lying maid will never 
either of them harm her again as long as they live. 
She has nothing to do now but to pluck up her spirits 
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and live happy. Here’s long life to her and to you, 
William, in the last glass of ale; and here’s the same 
toast to myself in the bottom of the jug.” 

With those words, Mr. Dark pocketed his large 
snuff-box, gave a last wink with his bright eye, and 
walked away, whistling, to catch the London coach. 
From that time to this, he and I have never met 
again. 

A few last words relating to my mistress, and 
to the other persons chiefly concerned in this narra- 
tive, will conclude all that it is now necessary for mo 
to say. 

For some months, the relatives and friends, and I 
myself, felt sad misgivings on my poor mistress’s ac- 
count We doubted if it was possible, with such a 
quick sensitive nature as hers, that she could support 
the shock which had been inflicted on her. But our 
powers of endurance are, as I have learnt to believe, 
more often equal to the burdens laid upon us than we 
are apt to imagine. I have seen many surprising re- 
coveries from illness, after all hope had been lost — 
and I have lived to see my mistress recover from the 
grief and terror which we once thought would prove 
fatal to her. It was long before sbe began to hold 
up her head again; but care and kindness, and time 
and change, wrought their effect on her at last. She 
is not now, and never will be again, the woman she 
was once: her manner is altered; and she looks older 
by many a year than she really is. But her health 
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causes us no anxiety now; her spirits are calm and 
equal; and I have good hope that many quiet years of 
service in her house are left for me still. I myself 
have married during the long interval of time which I 
am now passing over in a few words. This change 
in my life is, perhaps, not worth mentioning — but I 
am reminded of my two little children, when I speak 
of my mistress in her present position. I really think 
they make the great happiness and interest and amuse- 
ment of her life, and prevent her from feeling lonely 
and dried up at heart. It is a pleasant reflection to 
me to remember this; and perhaps it may be the same 
to you — for which reason only I speak of it 

As for the other persons connected with the troubles 
at Darrock Hall, I may mention the vile woman Jose- 
phine first, so as to have the sooner done with her. 
Mr. Dark’s guess, when he tried to account for her 
want of cunning in hiding the stolen property, by 
saying that her mind might have had more weighing 
on it than she was able to bear, turned out to be no- 
thing less than the plain and awful truth. After Bhe 
had been found guilty of the robbery, and had been 
condemned to seven years transportation, a worse 
sentence fell upon her from a higher tribunal than any 
in this world. While she was still in the county jail, 
previous to her removal, her mind gave way; the 
madness breaking out in an attempt to set fire to 
the prison. Her case was pronounced to be hopeless 
from the first The lawful asylum received her, and 
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the lawful asylum will keep her to the end of her 
days. 

Mr. James Smith, who, in my humble opinion, 
deserved hanging by law, or drowning by accident at 
least, lived quietly abroad with his Scotch wife (or no 
wife) for two years; and then died in the most quiet 
and customary manner, in his bed, after a short illness. 
His end was described to me as a “highly edifying 
one.” But as he was also reported to have sent his 
forgiveness to his wife — which was as much as to 
say that he was the injured person of the two — I take 
leave to consider that he was the same impudent 
vagabond in his last moments that he had been all his 
life. His Scotch widow has married again, and is now 
settled in London. I hope her husband is all her own 
property this time. 

Mr. Meeke must not be forgotten, although he has 
dropped out of the latter part of my story, because 
he had nothing to do with the serious events which 
followed Josephine’s peijury. In the confusion and 
wretchedness of that time, he was treated with very 
little ceremony, and was quite passed over when we 
left the neighbourhood. After pining and fretting for 
some time, as we afterwards heard, in his lonely 
parsonage, he resigned his living at the first chance 
he got, and took a sort of under-chaplain’s place in an 
English chapel abroad. He writes to my mistress once 
or twice a year to ask after her health and well-being; 
and she writes back to him. That is all the communi- 
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cation they are ever likely to have with each other. 
The music they once played together will never sound 
again. Its last notes have long since faded away — 
and the last words of this story, trembling on the lips 
of the teller, may now fade with them. 


! 

END OP A PLOT IN PRIVATE LIFE. 
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CHAPTER L 

Tub Monktons of Wincot Abbey bore a aad cha- 
racter for want of sociability in our county. They 
never went to other people’s houses, and excepting my 
father, and a lady and her daughter living near them, 
never received anybody under their own roof. 

Proud as they all certainly were, it was not pride 
but dread which kept them thus apart from their neigh- 
bours. The family had suffered for generations past 
from the horrible affliction of hereditary insanity, and 
the members of it shrank from exposing their calamity 
to others, as they must have exposed it if they had 
mingled with the busy little world around them. There 
is a frightful story of a crime committed in past times 
by two of the Monktons, near relatives, from which the 
first appearance of the insanity was always supposed to 
date, but it is needless for me to shock anyone by 
repeating it. It is enough to say that at intervals 
almost every form of madness appeared in the family; 
monomania being the most frequent manifestation of 
the affliction among them. I have these particulars, 
and one or two yet to be related, from my father. 
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At the period of my youth but three of the Monk- 
tons were left at the Abbey: Mr. and Mrs. Monkton, 
and their only child, Alfred, heir to the property. The 
one other member of this, the elder, branch of the 
family who was then alive, was Mr. Monkton’s younger 
brother, Stephen. He was an unmarried man, possess- 
ing a fine estate in Scotland; but he lived almost 
entirely on the Continent, and bore the reputation of 
being a shameless profligate. The family at Wincot 
held almost as little communication with him as with 
their neighbours. 

I have already mentioned my father, and a lady 
and her daughter, as the only privileged people who 
were admitted into Wincot Abbey. 

My father had been an old school and college 
friend of Mr. Monkton, and accident had brought them 
so much together in later life, that their continued 
intimacy at Wincot was quite intelligible. I am not 
so well able to account for the friendly terms on which 
Mrs. Elmslie (the lady to whom I have alluded) lived 
with the Monktons. Her late husband had been dis- 
tantly related to Mrs. Monkton, and my father was her 
daughter’s guardian. But even these claims to friend- 
ship and regard never seemed to me strong enough to 
explain the intimacy between Mrs. Elmslie and the 
inhabitants of the Abbey. Intimate however they cer- 
tainly were, and one result of the constant interchange 
of visits between tho two families in due time declared 
itself: Mr. Monkton’s son and Mrs. Elmslie’s daughter 
became attached to each other. 
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I had no opportunities of seeing much of the young 
lady; I only remember her at that time as a delicate, 
gentle, lovable girl, the very opposite in appearance, 
and apparently in character also, to Alfred Monkton. 
But perhaps that was one reason why they fell in love 
with each other. The attachment was soon discovered, 
and was far from being disapproved by the parents on 
either side. In all essential points, except that of 
wealth, the Elmslies were nearly the equals of the 
Monktons, and want of money in a bride was of no 
consequence to the heir of Wincot. Alfred, it was well 
known, would succeed to thirty thousand a year on 
his father’s death. 

Thus, though the parents on both sides thought the 
young people not old enough to be married at once, 
they saw no reason why Ada and Alfred should not be 
engaged to each other, with the understanding that 
they should be united when young Monkton came of 
age, in two years’ time. Tho person to be consulted 
in the matter, after the parents, was my father in his 
capacity of Ada’s guardian. He knew that the family 
misery had shown itself many years ago in Mrs. Monk- 
ton, who was her husband’s cousin. The ilhiess , as it 
was significantly called, had been palliated by careful 
treatment, and was reported to have passed away. But 
my father was not to be deceived. He knew where the 
hereditary taint still lurked; he viewed with horror the 
bare possibility of its reappearing one day in the chil- 
dren of his friend’s only daughter; and he positively 
refused his consent to the marriage engagement. 
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The result was that the doors of the Abbey and 
the doors of Mrs. Elmslie’s house were closed to him. 
This suspension of friendly intercourse had lasted but 
a very short time, when Mrs. Monkton died. Her hus- 
band, who was fondly attached to her, caught a violent 
cold while attending her funeral. The cold was ne- 
glected, and settled on his lungs. In a few months’ 
time, he followed his wife to the grave, and Alfred was 
left master of the grand old Abbey, and the fair lands 
that spread all around it. 

At this period Mrs. Elmslie had the indelicacy to 
endeavour a second time to procure my father’s consent 
to the marriage engagement He refused it again more 
positively than before. More than a year passed away. 
The time was approaching fast when Alfred would be 
of age. I returned from college to spend the long 
vacation at home, and made some advances towards 
bettering my acquaintance with young Monkton. They 
were evaded — certainly with perfect politeness, but 
still in such a way as to prevent me from offering my 
friendship to him again. Any mortification I might 
have felt at this petty repulse, under ordinary circum- 
stances, was dismissed from my mind by the occurrence 
of a real misfortune in our household. For some months 
past my father’s health had been failing, and, just at 
the time of which I am now writing, his sons had to 
mourn the irreparable calamity of his death. 

This event, through some informality or error in 
the late Mr. Elmslie’s will, left the future of Ada’s life 
entirely at her mother’s disposal. The consequence was 
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the immediate ratification of the marriage engagement 
to which my father had so steadily refused his consent 
As soon as the fact was publicly announced, some of 
Mrs. Elmslie’s more intimate friends, who were ac- 
quainted with the reports affecting the Monkton family, 
ventured to mingle with their formal congratulations 
one or two significant references to the late Mrs. Monk- 
ton, and some searching inquiries as to the disposition 
of her son. 

Mrs. Elmslie always met these polite hints with one 
bold form of answer. She first admitted the existence 
of those reports about the Monktons which her friends 
were unwilling to specify distinctly; and then declared 
that they were infamous calumnies. The hereditary 
taint had died out of the family generations back. 
Alfred was the best, the kindest, the sanest of human 
beings. He loved study and retirement; Ada sym- 
pathised with his tastes, and bad made her choice 
unbiassed; if any more hints were dropped about sacri- 
ficing her by her marriage, those hints would be viewed 
as so many insults to her mother, whose affection for 
her it was monstrous to call in question. This way of 
talking silenced people, but did not convince them. 
They began to suspect, what was indeed the actual 
truth, that Mrs. Elmslie was a selfish, worldly, grasping 
woman, who wanted to get her daughtdl' well married, 
and cared nothing for consequences as long as she saw 
Ada mistress of the greatest establishment in the whole 
county. 

It seemed, however, as if there was some fatality 
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at work to prevent the attainment of Mrs. Elmslie’s 
great object in life. Hardly was one obstacle to the 
ill-omened marriage removed by my father’s death, 
before another succeeded it, in the shape of anxieties 
and difficulties caused by the delicate state of Ada’s 
health. Doctors were consulted in all directions, and 
the result of their advice was that the marriage must 
be deferred, and that Miss Elmslie must leave England 
for a certain time, to reside in a warmer climate; the 
south of France, if I remember rightly. Thus it hap- 
pened that just before Alfred came of age, Ada and 
her mother departed for the Continent, and the union 
of the two young people was understood to be indefi- 
nitely postponed. 

Some curiosity was felt in the neighbourhood as to 
what Alfred Monkton would do under these circum- 
stances. Would he follow his lady-love? Would he 
go yachting? Would he throw open the doors of the old 
Abbey at last, and endeavour to forget the absence of Ada 
and the postponement of his marriage in a round of gaie- 
ties? He did none of these things. He simply remained at 
Wincot, living as suspiciously strange and solitary a life 
as his father had lived before him. Literally, there was 
now no companion for him at the Abbey but the old priest 
— the Monktons, I should have mentioned before, 
were Roman Catholics — who had held the office of 
tutor to Alfred from his earliest years. He came of 
age, and there was not even so much as a private 
dinner-party at Wincot to celebrate the event Families 
in the neighbourhood determined to forget the offence 
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which his father’s reserve had given them, and invited 
him to their houses. The invitations were politely 
declined. Civil visitors called resolutely at the Abbey, 
and were as resolutely bowed away from the doors as 
soon as they had left their cards. Under this combi- 
nation of sinister and aggravating circumstances, people 
in all directions took to shaking their heads myste- 
riously when the name of Mr. Alfred Monkton was 
mentioned, hinting at the family calamity, and wonder- 
ing peevishly or sadly, as their tempers inclined them, 
what he could possibly do to occupy himself month 
after month in the lonely old house. 

The right answer to this question was not easy to 
find. It was quite useless, for example, to apply to 
the priest for it He was a very quiet, polite old 
gentleman; his replies were always excessively ready 
and civil, and appeared at the time to convey an 
immense quantity of information, but when they came 
to be reflected on, it was universally observed that 
nothing tangible could ever be got out of them. The 
housekeeper, a weird old woman, with a very abrupt 
and repelling manner, was too fierce and taciturn to 
be safely approached. The few indoor servants bad 
all been long enough in the family to have learnt to 
bold their tongues in public as a regular habit. It was 
only from the farm-servants who supplied the table at 
the Abbey, that any information could be obtained; 
and vague enough it was when they came to commu- 
nicate it 

Some of them had observed the “young master” 
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walking about the library with heaps of dusty papers 
in his hands. Others had heard odd noises in the 
uninhabited parts of the Abbey, had looked up, and 
had seen him forcing open the old windows, as if to 
let light and air into rooms supposed to have been 
shut close for years and years; or had discovered him 
standing on the perilous summit of one of the crum- 
bling turrets, never ascended before within their me- 
mories, and popularly considered to be inhabited by 
the ghosts of the monks who had once possessed the 
building. The result of these observations and dis- 
coveries, when they were communicated to others, was 
of course to impress every one with a firm belief that 
“poor young Monkton was going the way that the rest 
of the family had gone before him:” which opinion 
always appeared to be immensely strengthened in the 
popular mind by a conviction — founded on no particle 
of evidence — that the priest was at the bottom of all 
the mischief. 

Thus far I have spoken from hearsay evidence 
mostly. What I have next to tell will be the result 
of my own personal experience. 
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CHAPTER II 

About five months after Alfred Monkton came of 
age I left college, and resolved to amuse and instruct 
myself a little by travelling abroad. 

At tlie time when I quitted England, young Monk- 
ton was still leading his secluded life at the Abbey, 
and was, in the opinion of everybody, sinking rapidly, 
if be bad not already succumbed, under the hereditary 
curse of bis family. As to the Elmslies, report said 
that Ada had benefited by her sojourn abroad, and that 
mother and daughter were on their way back to Eng- 
land to resume their old relations with the heir of 
Wincot Before they returned, I was away on my 
travels, and wandered half over Europe, hardly ever 
planning whither I should shape my course beforehand. 
Chance, which thus led me everywhere, led me at last 
to Naples. There I met with an old school-friend, 
who was one of the attaches at the English embassy, 
and there began the extraordinary events in connexion 
with Alfred Monkton which form the main interest of 
the story I am now relating. 

I was idling away the time one morning with my 
friend the attache , in the garden of the Villa Eeale, 
when we were passed by a young man, walking alone, 
who exchanged bows with my friend. 

I thought I recognised the dark eager eyes, 
the colourless cheeks, the strangely -vigilant, anxious 
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expression which I remembered in past times as 
characteristic of Alfred Monkton’s face, and was about 
to question my friend on the subject, when he gave 
me unasked the information of which I was in search. 

“That is Alfred Monkton,” said he; “he comes 
from your part of England. You ought to know 
him.” 

“I do know a little of him,” I answered; “he was 
engaged to Miss Elmslie when I was last in the 
neighbourhood of Wincot Is he married to her yet?” 
“No; and he never ought to be. He has gone the 
way of the rest of the family; or, in plainer words, he 
has gone mad.” 

“Mad! But I ought not to be surprised at bearing 
that, after the reports about him in England.” 

“I speak from no reports; I speak from what he 
has said and done here before me, and before hundreds 
of other people. Surely you must have heard of it?” 
“Never. I have been out of the way of news from 
Naples or England for months past.” 

“ Then I have a very extraordinary story to tell you. 
You know, of course, that Alfred had an uncle, Stephen 
Monkton. Well, some time ago, this uncle fought a 
duel in the Roman states, with a Frenchman, who shot 
him dead. The seconds and the Frenchman (who was 
unhurt) took to flight in different directions, as it is 
supposed. We heard nothing here of the details of the 
duel till a month after it happened, when one of the 
French journals published an account of it, taken from 
papers left by Monkton’s second, who died at Paris of 
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consumption. These papers stated the manner in 
which the duel was fought, and how it terminated, but 
nothing more. The surviving second and the French- 
man have never been traced from that time to this. 
All that anybody knows, therefore, of the duel is that 
Stephen Monktou was shot; an event which nobody 
can regret; for a greater scoundrel never existed. The 
exact place where he died, and what was done with 
his body, are still mysteries not to be penetrated.” 

“But what has all this to do with Alfred?” 

“Wait a moment, and you will hear. Soon after 
the news of his uncle’s death reached England, what 
do you think Alfred did? He actually put off his mar- 
riage with Miss Elmslie, which was then about to be 
celebrated, to come out here in search of the burial- 
place of his wretched scamp of an uncle. And no 
power on earth will now induce him to return to Eng- 
land and to Miss Elmslie, until he has found the 
body, and can take it back with him to be buried 
with all the other dead Monktons, in the vault under 
Wincot Abbey Chapel. He has squandered his money, 
pestered the police, exposed himself to the ridicule of 
the men and the indignation of the women for the 
last three months, in trying to achieve his insane pur- 
pose, and is now as far from it as ever. He will not 
assign to anybody the smallest motive for his conduct 
You can’t laugh him out of it, or reason him out of it 
When we met him just now, I happen to know that 
he was on his way to the office of the police minister, 
to send out fresh agents to search and inquire through 
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the Roman states for the place where his uncle was 
shot. And mind, all this time, he professes to be 
passionately in love with Miss Elmslie, and to be 
miserable at his separation from her. Just think of 
that! And then think of his self-imposed absence from 
her here, to hunt after the remains of a wretch who 
was a disgrace to the family, and whom he never saw 
but once or twice in his life. Of all the ‘Mad Monk- 
* tons,’ as they used to call them in England, Alfred is 
the maddest He is actually our principal excitement 
in this dull opera season; though, for my own part, 
when I think of the poor girl in England, I am a 
great deal more ready to despise him than to laugh 
at him.” 

“You know the Elmslies, then?” 

“Intimately. The other day ray mother wrote to 
me from England, after having seen Ada. This 
escapade of Monkton’s has outraged all her friends. 
They have been entreating her to break off the match, 
which it seems she could do if she liked. Even her 
mother, sordid and selfish as she is, has been obliged 
at last, in common decency, to side with the rest of 
the family ; but the good faithful girl won’t give Monk- 
ton up. She humours his insanity, declares he gave 
her a good reason, in secret, for going away; says she 
could always make him happy when they were to- 
gether in the old Abbey, and can make him still hap- 
pier when they are married; in short, she loves him 
dearly, and will therefore believe in him to the last. 
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Nothing shakes her; she has made up her mind to 
throw away her life on him, and she will do it” 

“I hope not. Mad as his conduct looks to us, he 
may have some sensible reason for it that we cannot 
imagine. Does his mind seem at all disordered when 
ho talks on ordinary topics?” 

“Not in the least When you can get him to say 
anything, which is not often, he talks like a sensible, 
well-educated man. Keep silence about his precious 
errand here, and you would fancy him the gentlest and 
most temperate of human beings. But touch the sub- 
ject of his vagabond of an uncle, and the Moukton 
madness comes out directly. The other night a lady 
asked him, jestingly of course, whether he had ever 
seen his uncle’s ghost He scowled at her like a per- 
fect fiend, and said that he and his uncle would an- 
swer her question together some day, if they came 
from hell to do it. We laughed at his words, but the 
lady fainted at his looks, and we had a scene of hys- 
terics and hartshorn in consequence. Any other man 
would have been kicked out of the room for nearly 
frightening a pretty woman to death in that way; but 
‘Mad Monkton,’ as we have christened him, is a privi- 
leged lunatic in Neapolitan society, because he is Eng- 
lish, good-looking, and worth thirty thousand a year. 
He goes out everywhere, under the impression that he 
may meet with somebody who has been let into the 
secret of the place where the mysterious duel was 
fought If you are introduced to him, he is sure to 
ask you whether you know anything about it; but be- 
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ware of following up the subject after you have an- 
swered him, unless you want to make sure that he is 
out of his senses. In that case, only talk of his uncle, 
and the result will rather more than satisfy you” 

A day or two after this conversation with my 
friend the attache , I met Monkton at an evening 
party. 

The moment he heard my name mentioned, his 
face flushed up; he drew me away into a corner, and 
referring to his cool reception of my advance, years 
ago, towards making his acquaintance, asked my par- 
don for what he termed his inexcusable ingratitude 
with an earnestness and an agitation which utterly 
astonished me. His next proceeding was to question 
me, as my friend had said he would, about the place 
of the mysterious duel. 

An extraordinary change came over him while he 
interrogated me on this point Instead of looking into 
my face as they had looked hitherto, his eyes wandered 
away, and fixed themselves intensely, almost fiercely, 
either on the perfectly empty wall at our side, or on 
the vacant space between the wall and ourselves — it 
was impossible to say which. I had come to Naples 
from Spain by sea, and briefly told him so, as the 
best way of satisfying him that I could not assist his 
inquiries. He pursued them no further; and mindful 
of my friend’s warning, I took care to lead the con- 
versation to general topics. He looked back at me 
directly, and as long as we stood in our corner, his 
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eyes never wandered away again to the empty wall or 
the vacant space at our side. 

Though more ready to listen than to speak, his 
conversation, when he did talk, had no trace of any- 
thing the least like insanity about it He had evidently 
read, not generally only, but deeply as well, and could 
apply his reading with singular felicity to. the illustra- 
tion of almost any subject under discussion, neither ob- 
truding his knowledge absurdly, nor concealing it af- 
fectedly. His manner was in itself a standing protest 
against such a nickname as “Mad Monkton.” He was 
so shy, so quiet, so composed and gentle in all his 
actions, that at times I should have been almost in- 
clined to call him effeminate. We had a long talk 
together on the first evening of our meeting; we often 
saw each other afterwards, and never lost a single op- 
portunity of bettering our acquaintance. I felt that he 
had taken a liking to me, and in spite of what I had 
heard about his behaviour to Miss Elmslie, in spite of 
the suspicions which the history of his family and his 
own conduct had arrayed against him, I began to like 
“Mad Monkton” as much as he liked me. We took 
many a quiet ride together in the country, and sailed 
often along the shores of the Bay on either side. But 
for two eccentricities in his conduct which I could not 
at all understand, I should soon have felt as much at 
my ease in his society as if he had been my own bro- 
ther. 

The first of these eccentricities consisted in the re- 
appearance on several occasions of the odd expression 
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in his eyes, which I had first seen when he asked me 
whether I knew anything about the duel. No matter 
what we were talking about, or where we happened to 
be, there were times when he would suddenly look 
away from my face, now on one side of me, now on 
the other, but always where there was nothing to see, 
and always with the same intensity and fierceness in 
his eyes. This looked so like madness — or hypo- 
chondria, at the least — that I felt afraid to ask him 
about it, and always pretended not to observe him. 

The second peculiarity in his conduct was that he 
never referred, while in my company, to the reports 
about his errand at Naples, and never once spoke of 
Miss Elmslie, or of his life at Wincot Abbey. This 
not only astonished me, but amazed those who had 
noticed our intimacy, and who had made sure that I 
must be the depositary of all his secrets. But the time 
was near at hand when this mystery, and some other 
mysteries of which I had no suspicion at that period, 
were all to be revealed. 

I met him one night at a large ball, given by a 
Russian nobleman, whose name I could not pronounce 
then, and cannot remember now. I had wandered 
away from reception-room, ball-room, and card-room, 
to a small apartment at on? extremity of the palace, 
which was half conservatory, half boudoir, and which 
had been prettily illuminated for the occasion, with 
Chinese lantlioms. Nobody was in the room when I 
got there. The view over the Mediterranean, bathed 
in the bright softness of Italian moon-light, was so 
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lovely, tliat I remained for a long time at the window, 
looking out, and listening to the dance music' which 
faintly reached me from the ball-room. My thoughts 
were far away with the relations I had left in England, 
when I was startled out of them by hearing my name 
softly pronounced. 

I looked round directly, and saw Monkton standing 
in the room. A livid paleness overspread his face, 
and his eyes were turned away from me with the same 
extraordinary expression in them to which I have al- 
ready alluded. 

“Do you mind leaving the ball early to-night?” he 
asked, still not looking at me. 

“Not at all,” said L “Can I do anything for you? 
Are you ill?” 

“No, at least nothing to speak of. Will you come 
to my rooms?” 

“At once, if you like.” 

“No, not at once. 1 must go home directly; but 
don’t you come to me for half an hour yet You have 
not been at my rooms before, I know; but you will 
easily find them out, they are close by. There is a 
card with my address. I must speak to you to-night; 
my life depends on it. Pray come! for God’s sake 
come when the half hour is up!” 

I promised to be punctual, and he left me directly. 

Most people will be easily able to imagine the state 
of nervous impatience and vague expectation in which 
I passed the allotted period of delay, after hearing 
such words as those Monkton had spoken to me. Be- 
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fore the half hour had quite expired, I began to make 
my way out through the ball-room. 

At the head of the staircase, my friend the attache 
met me. 

“What! going away already?” said he. 

“Yes; and on a very curious expedition. I am 
going to Monkton’s rooms, by his own invitation.” 
“You don’t mean it! Upon my honour, you’re a 
bold fellow to trust yourself alone with ‘Mad Monkton’ 
when the moon is at the full.” 

“He is ill, poor fellow. Besides, I don’t think him 
half as mad as you do.” 

“We won’t dispute about that; but mark my words, 
he has not asked you to go where no visitor has ever 
been admitted before, without a special purpose. I 
predict that you will see or hear something to-night 
which you will remember for the rest of your life.” 

We parted. When I knocked at the courtyard gate 
of the house where Monkton lived, my friend’s last 
words on the palace staircase recurred to me; and 
though I had laughed at him when he spoke them, I 
began to suspect even then that his prediction would 
be fulfilled. 
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CHAPTER IIL 

The porter who let me into the house where Monk- 
ton lived, directed me to the floor on which his rooms 
were situated. On getting up stairs, I found his door 
on the landing ajar. He heard my footsteps, I sup- 
pose, for he called to me to come in before I could 
knock. 

I entered, and found him sitting by the table, with 
some loose letters in his hand , which he was just tying 
together into a packet I noticed, as he asked me to 
sit down, that his expression looked more composed, 
though the paleness had not yet left his face. He 
thanked me for coming; repeated that he had some- 
thing very important to say to me; and then stopped 
short, apparently too much embarrassed to proceed. I 
tried to set him at his case by assuring him that if my 
assistance or advice could be of any use, I was ready 
to place myself and my time heartily and unreservedly 
at his service. 

As I said this, I saw his eyes beginning to wander 
away from my face — to wander slowly, inch by inch 
as it wore, until they stopped at a certain point, with 
the same fixed stare into vacancy which had so often 
startled me on former occasions. The whole expression 
of his face altered as I had never yet seen it alter; he 
sat before me, looking like a man in a death-trance. 
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“You are very kind,” he said, slowly and faintly, 
speaking, not to me, but in the direction in which his 
eyes were still fixed. “I know you can help me; 
hut — ” 

He stopped; his face whitened horribly, and the 
perspiration broke out all over it. He tried to con- 
tinue; said a word or two; then stopped again. Seriously 
alarmed about him, I rose from my chair, with the in- 
tention of getting him some water from a jug which I 
saw standing on a side table. 

He sprang up at the same moment. All the suspi- 
cions I had ever heard whispered against his sanity 
flashed over my mind in an instant; and I involuntarily 
stepped back a pace or two. 

“Stop,” he said, seating himself again; “don’t mind 
me; and don’t leave your chair. I want — I wish, if 
you please, to make a little alteration, before we say 
anything more. Do you mind sitting in a strong 
light?” 

“Not in the least” 

I had hitherto been seated in the shade of his 
reading-lamp, the only light in the room. 

As I answered him, he rose again; and going into 
another apartment, returned with a large lamp in his 
hand; then took two candles from the side table, and 
two others from the chimney-piece; placed them all, to 
my amazement, together, so as to stand exactly be- 
tween us; and then tried to light them. His hand 
trembled so, that he was obliged to give up the at- 
tempt, and allow me to come to his assistance. By his 
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direction I took the shade off the reading-lamp, after I 
had lit the other lamp and the four candles. When we 
sat down again, with this concentration of light between 
us, his better and gentler manner began to return ; and 
while he now addressed me, he spoke without the 
slightest hesitation. 

“It is useless to ask whether you have heard the 
reports about me,” he said; “I know that you have. 
My purpose to-night is to give you some reasonable 
explanation of the conduct which has produced those 
reports. My secret has been hitherto confided to one 
person only; I am now about to trust it to your keep- 
ing, with a special object which will appear as I go on. 
First, however, I must begin by telling you exactly 
what the great difficulty is which obliges me to be still 
absent from England. I want your advice and your 
help; and, to conceal nothing from you, I want also to 
test your forbearance and your friendly sympathy, be- 
fore I can venture on thrusting my miserable secret 
into your keeping. Will you pardon this apparent 
distrust of your frank and open character — this ap- 
parent ingratitude for your kindness towards me ever 
since we first met?” 

I begged him not to speak of these things, but to 
go on. 

“You know,” he proceeded, “that I am here to re- 
cover the body of my Uncle Stephen, and to carry it 
back with me to our family-burial place in England; 
and you must also be aware that I have not yet suc- 
ceeded in discovering his remains. Try to pass over 
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for the present whatever may seem extraordinary and 
incomprehensible in such a purpose as mine is; and 
read this newspaper article, where the ink-line is 
traced. It is the only evidence hitherto obtained on 
the subject of the fatal duel in which my uncle fell; 
and I want to hear what course of proceeding the per- 
usal of it may suggest to you as likely to be best on 
my part.” 

He handed me an old French newspaper. The sub- 
stance of what I read there is still so firmly impressed 
on my memory, that I am certain of being able to re- 
peat correctly, at this distance of time, all the facts 
which it is necessary for me to communicate to the 
reader. 

The article began, I remenfter, with editorial re- 
marks on the great curiosity then felt in regard to the 
fatal duel between the Count St. Lo and Mr. Stephen 
Monkton, an English gentleman. The writer pro- 
ceeded to dwell at great length on the extraordinary 
secrecy in which the whole affair had been involved 
from first to last; and to express a hope that the publi- 
cation of a certain manuscript, to which his introduc- 
tory observations referred, might lead to the production 
of fresh evidence from other and better informed 
quarters. The manuscript had been found among the 
papers of Monsieur Foulon, Mr. Monkton’s second, who 
had died at Paris of a rapid decline, shortly after re- 
turning to his home in that city from the scene of the 
duel. The document was unfinished, having been left 
incomplete at the very place where the reader would 
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most wish to find it continued. No reason could be 
discovered for this, and no second manuscript bearing 
on the all-important subject had been found, after th,e 
strictest search among the papers left by the de- 
ceased. 

The document itself then followed. 

It purported to be an agreement privately drawn 
up between Mr. Monkton’s second, Monsieur Foulon, 
and the Count St Lo’s second, Monsieur Dalville; and 
contained a statement of all the arrangements for con- 
ducting the duel. The paper was dated “Naples, 
February 22nd;” and was divided into some seven or 
eight clauses. 

The first clause described the origin and nature of 
the quarrel — a very disgraceful affair on both sides, 
worth neither remembering nor repeating. The second 
clause stated that the challenged man having chosen 
the pistol as his weapon, and the challenger (an excel- 
lent swordsman) having, on his side, thereupon insisted 
that the duel should be fought in such a manner as to 
make the first fire decisive in its results, the seconds, 
seeing that fatal consequences must inevitably follow 
the hostile meeting, determined, first of all, that the 
duel should be kept a profound secret from everybody, 
and that the place where it was to be fought should 
not be made known beforehand, even to the principals 
themselves. It was added that this excess of precau- 
tion had been rendered absolutely necessary, in conse- 
quence of a recent address from the Pope to the ruling 
powers in Italy, commenting on the scandalous fre- 
A Plot in Private Life, etc . 8 
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quency of the practice of duelling, and urgently de- 
siring that the laws against duellists should be enforced 
for the future with the utmost rigour. 

The third clause detailed the manner in which it 
had been arranged that the duel should be fought. 

The pistols having been loaded by the seconds on 
the ground, the combatants were to be placed thirty 
paces apart, and were to toss up for the first fire. The 
man who won was to advance ten paces — marked out 
for him beforehand — and was then to discharge his 
pistol. If he missed, or failed to disable his opponent, 
the latter was free to advance, if he chose, the whole 
remaining twenty paces before he fired in his turn. 
This arrangement ensured the decisive termination of 
the duel at the first discharge of the pistols, and both 
principals and seconds pledged themselves on either 
side to abide by it. 

The fourth clause stated that the seconds had 
agreed that the duel should be fought out of the Nea- 
politan states, but left themselves to be guided by cir- 
cumstances as to the exact locality in which it should 
take place. The remaining clauses, so far as I re- 
member them, were devoted to detailing the different 
precautions to be adopted for avoiding discovery. The 
duellists and their seconds were to leave Naples in se- 
parate parties; were to change carriages several times; 
were to meet at a certain town, or, failing that, at a 
certain post-house on the high road from Naples to 
Rome; were to carry drawing-books, colour-boxes, and 
camp-stools, as if they had beon artists out on a sketching 
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tour; and were to proceed to the place of the duel on 
foot, employing no guides, for fear of treachery. Such 
general arrangements as these, and others for faci- 
litating the flight of the survivors after the affair was 
over, fonned the conclusion of this extraordinary do- 
cument, which was signed, in initials only, by both 
the seconds. 

Just below the initials, appeared the beginning of 
a narrative, dated “Paris,” and evidently intended to 
describe the duel itself with extreme minuteness. The 
hand-writing was that of the deceased second. 

Monsieur Foulon, the gentleman in question, stated 
his belief that circumstances might transpire which 
would render an account by an eye-witness of the hostile 
meeting between Si Lo and Mr. Monkton an important 
document. He proposed, therefore, as one of the se- 
conds, to testify that the duel had been fought in exact 
accordance with the terms of the agreement, both the 
principals conducting themselves like men of gallantry 
and honour (!). And he further announced that, in 
order not to compromise any one, he should place the 
paper containing his testimony in safe hands, with 
strict directions that it was on no account to be opened, 
except in a case of the last emergency. 

After this preamble, Monsieur Foulon related that 
the duel had been fought two days after the drawing 
up of the agreement, in a locality to which accident 
had conducted the duelling party. (The name of the 
place was not mentioned, nor even the neighbourhood 
in which it was situated.) The men having been placed 
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according to previous arrangement, the Count St. Lo 
had won the toss for the first fire, had advanced his 
ten paces, and had shot his opponent in the body. Mr. 
Monkton did not immediately fall, but staggered for- 
ward some six or seven paces, discharged his pistol 
ineffectually at the count, and dropped to the ground a 
dead man. Monsieur Foulon then stated that he tore 
a leaf from his pocket-book, wrote on it a brief de- 
scription of the manner in which Mr. Monkton had died, 
and pinned the paper to his clothes; this proceeding 
having been rendered necessary by the peculiar nature 
of the plan organized on the spot for safely disposing 
of the dead body. What this plan was, or what was 
done with the corpse, did not appear, for at this im- 
portant point the narrative abruptly broke off. 

A foot-noto in the newspaper merely stated the 
* manner in which the document had been obtained for 
publication, and repeated the announcement contained 
in the editor’s introductory remarks, that no continuation 
had been found by the persons entrusted with the care 
of Monsieur Foulon’s papers. I have now given the 
whole substance of what I read, and have mentioned 
all that was then known of Mr. Stephen Monkton’s 
death. 

When I gave the newspaper back to Alfred, he 
was too much agitated to speak; but he reminded me 
by a sign that he was anxiously waiting to hear what 
I had to say. My position was a very trying and a 
very painful one. I could hardly tell what consequen- 
ces might not follow any want of caution on my part, 
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and could think at first of no safer plan than question- 
ing him carefully before I committed myself either one 
way or the other. 

“Will you excuse me if I ask you a question or 
two before I give you my advice?” said L 
He nodded impatiently. 

“Yes, yes; any questions you like.” 

“Were you at any time in the habit of seeing your 
uncle frequently?” 

“I never saw him more than twice in my life: on 
each occasion, when I was a mere child.” 

“Then you could have had no very strong personal 
regard for him?” 

“Regard for him! I should have been ashamed to 
feel any regard for him. He disgraced us wherever he 
went” 

“May I ask if any family motive is involved in 
your anxiety to recover his remains?” 

“Family motives may enter into it among others 
— but why do you ask?” 

“Because, having heard that you employ the police 
to assist your search, I was anxious to know whether 
you had stimulated their superiors to make them do 
their best in your service, by giving some strong per- 
sonal reasons at head-quarters for the very unusual 
project which has brought you here.” 

“I give no reasons. I pay for the work I want 
done, and in return for my liberality I am treated with 
the most infamous indifference on all sides. A stranger 
in the country, and badly acquainted with the language, 
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I can do nothing to help myselfi The authorities, both 
at Rome and in this place, pretend to assist me, pretend 
to search and inquire as I would have them search and 
inquire and do nothing more. I am insulted, laughed at, 
almost to my face.” 

“Do you not think it possible — mind, I have no 
wish to excuse the misconduct of the authorities, and 
do not share in any such opinion myself — but, do you 
not think it likely that the police may doubt whether 
you are in earnest?” 

“Not in earnest!” he cried, starting up and con- 
fronting me fiercely, with wild eyes and quickened 
breath. “Not in earnest! You think I’m not in earnest, 
too. I know you think it, though you tell me you 
don’t. Stop! before we say another word, your own 
eyes shall convince you. Come here — only for a 
minute — only for one minute!” 

I followed him into his bed-room, which opened 
out of the sitting-room. At one side of his bed stood 
a large packing-case of plain wood, upwards of seven 
feet in length.” 

“Open the lid, and look in,” he said, “while I hold 
the candle so that you can see.” 

I obeyed his directions, and discovered, to my as- 
tonishment, that the packing-case contained a leaden 
coffin, magnificently emblazoned with the arms of the 
Monkton family, and inscribed in old-fashioned letters 
with the name of “ Stephen Monkton ,” his age and the 
manner of his death being added underneath. 
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“I keep his coffin ready for him,” whispered Al- 
fred, close at my ear. “Does that look like earnest?” 
It looked more like insanity — so like that I shrank 
from answering him. 

“Yes I yes! I see you are convinced,” he continued, 
quickly; “we may go hack into the next room, and 
may talk without restraint on either side now.” 

On returning to our places, I mechanically moved 
my chair away from the table. My mind was by this 
time in such a state of confusion and uncertainty about 
what it would be best for me to say or do next, that I 
forgot for the moment the position he had assigned to me 
when we lit the candles. He reminded me of this directly. 

“Don’t move away,” he said, very earnestly ; “keep 
on sitting in the light; pray do! Ill soon tell you why 
I am so particular about that. But first give me your 
advice; help me in my great distress and suspense. 
Remember, you promised me you would.” 

I made an effort to collect my thoughts, and suc- 
ceeded. It was useless to treat the affair otherwise 
than seriously in his presence; it would have been cruel 
not to have advised him as I best could. 

“You know,” I said, “that two days after the 
drawing up of the agreement at Naples, the duel was 
fought out of the Neapolitan states. This fact has of 
course led you to the conclusion that all inquiries about 
localities had better be confined to the Roman territory?” 
“Certainly: the search, such as it is, has been made 
there, and there only. If I can believe the police, they 
and their agents have inquired for the place where the 
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duel was fouglit (offering a large reward in my name 
to the person who can discover it), all along the high- 
road from Naples to Rome. They have also circulated 
— at least, so they tell me — descriptions of the duellists 
and their seconds; have left an agent to superintend 
investigations at the post-house, and another at the 
town mentioned as meeting- points in the agreement; 
and have endeavoured by correspondence with foreign 
authorities to trace the Count St. Lo and Monsieur 
Dalville to their place or places of refuge. All these 
efforts, supposing them to have been really made, have 
hitherto proved utterly fruitless.” 

“My impression is, ” said I, after a moment’s con- 
sideration, “that all inquiries made along the high- 
road, or anywhere near Rome, are likely to be made 
in vain. As to the discoveiy of your uncle’s remains, 
that is, I think, identical with the discovery of the 
place where he was shot; for those engaged in the duel 
would certainly not risk detection by carrying a corpse 
any distance with them in their flight. The placo, 
then, is all that we want to find out Now, let us con- 
sider for a moment The duelling -party changed car- 
riages; travelled separately, two and two; doubtless 
took roundabout roads; stopped at the post-house and 
the town as a blind; walked, perhaps, a considerable 
distance unguided. Depend upon it, such precautions 
as these (which we know they must have employed) 
left them very little time out of the two days — though 
they might start at sunrise, and not stop at nightfall — 
for straightforward travelling. My belief therefore is, 


Digitized by Google 



MAD MONKTON. 


121 


that the duel was fought somewhere near the Neapo- 
litan frontier; and if I had been the police agent who 
conducted the search, I should only have pursued it 
parallel with the frontier, starting from west to east 
till I got up among the lonely places in the mountains. 
That is my idea: do you think it worth anything?” 

His face flushed all over in an instant. “I think 
it an inspiration!” he cried. “Not a day is to be lost 
in carrying out our plan. The police are not to be 
trusted with it I must start myself, to-inorrow morn- 
ing; and you — ” 

He stopped; his face grew suddenly pale; he sighed 
heavily; his eyes wandered once more into the fixed 
look at vacancy; and the rigid, deathly expression 
fastened again upon all his features. 

“I must tell you my secret before I talk of to- 
morrow,” he proceeded, faintly. “If I hesitated any 
longer at confessing everything, I should be unworthy 
of your past kindness, unworthy of the help which it 
is my last hope that you will gladly give me when you 
have heard all.” 

I begged him to wait until he was more composed, 
until he was better able to speak; but he did not ap- 
pear to notice what I said. Slowly, and struggling as 
it seemed against himself, he turned a little away from 
me; and, bending his head over the table, supported 
it on his hand. The packet of letters with which I 
had seen him occupied when I came in, lay just 
beneath his eyes. He looked down on it steadfastly 
when he next spoke to me. 
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CHAPTER IV. 

“You were born, I believe, in our county,” he 
said; “perhaps therefore you may have heard at some 
time of a curious old prophecy about our family, which 
is still preserved among the traditions of Wincot 
Abbey?” 

“I have heard of such a prophecy,” I answered; 
“but I never knew in what terms it was expressed. It 
professed to predict the extinction of your family, or 
something of that sort, did it not?” 

“No inquiries,” he went on, “have traced back 
that prophecy to the time when it was first made; none 
of our family records tell us anything of its origin. 
Old servants and old tenants of ours remember to have 
heard it from their fathers and grandfathers. The 
monks, whom we succeeded in the Abbey in Henry 
the Eighth’s time, got knowledge of it in some way; 
for I myself discovered the rhymes in which we know 
the prophecy to have been preserved from a very 
remote period, written on a blank leaf of one of the 
Abbey manuscripts. These are the verses, if verses 
they deserve to be called: — 

When in Wincot vault a place 
Waits for one of Monkton’s race; 

When that one forlorn Bhall lie 
Gravelesa under open sky , 

Beggared of si* feet of earth , 

Though lord of acres from hia birth — 

That shall be a certain sign 
Of the end of Monkton’s line. 
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Dwindling ever faster , faster, 

Dwindling to the last-left master ; 

From mortal ken, from light of day, 

Monkton’s race shall pass away." 

“The prediction seems almost vague enough to 
have been uttered by an ancient oracle,” said I, ob- 
serving that he waited, after repeating the verses, as 
if expecting me to say something. 

“Vague or not, it is being accomplished,” he re- 
turned. “I am now the ‘Last-left Master’ — the last 
of that elder line of our family at which the prediction 
points; and the corpse of Stephen Monkton is not in 
the vaults of Wincot Abbey. Wait, before you ex- 
claim against me ! I have more to say about this. 
Long before the Abbey was ours, when we lived in the 
ancient manor-house near it (the very ruins of which 
have long since disappeared), the family-burying place 
was in the vault under the Abbey chapel. Whether in 
those remote times the prediction against us was known 
and dreaded, or not, this much is certain: everyone of 
the Monktons (whether living at the Abbey or on the 
smaller estate in Scotland) was buried in Wincot vault, 
no matter at what risk or what sacrifice. In the fierce 
fighting days of the olden time, the bodies of my ancestors 
who fell in foreign places were recovered and brought 
back to Wincot, though it often cost, not heavy ransom 
only, but desperate bloodshed as well, to obtain them. 
This superstition, if you please to call it so, has never 
died out of the family from that time to the pre- 
sent day; for centimes the succession of the dead in 
the vault at the Abbey has been unbroken — absolutely 
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unbroken — until now. The place mentioned in the 
prediction as waiting to be filled is Stephen Monkton’s 
place; the voice that cries vainly to the earth for 
shelter is the spirit-voice of the dead. As surely as if 
I saw it, I know that they have left him unburied on 
the ground where he fell!” 

He stopped me before I could utter a word in 
remonstrance, by slowly rising to his feet, and pointing 
in the same direction towards which his eyes had 
wandered a short time since. 

“I can guess what you want to ask me,” he ex- 
claimed, sternly and loudly; “you want to ask me 
how I can be mad enough to believe in a doggrel 
prophecy, uttered in an age of superstition to awe the 
most ignorant hearers. I answer” (at those words his 
voice sank suddenly to a whisper), “I answer, because 
Stephen Monkton himself stands there at this moment, 
confirming me in my belief” 

Whether it was the awe and horror that looked 
out ghastly from his face as he confronted me, 
whether it was that I had never hitherto fairly be- 
lieved in the reports about his madness, and that the 
conviction of their truth now forced itself upon me on 
a sudden, I know not; but I felt my blood curdling as 
he spoke, and I knew in my own heart, as I sat there 
speechless, that I dare not turn round and look where 
he was still pointing close at my side. 

“I see there,” he went on in the same whispering 
voice, “the figure of a dark-complexioned man, 
Standing up with his head uncovered. One of his 
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hands, still clutching a pistol, has fallen to his side; 
the other presses a bloody handkerchief over his 
mouth. The spasm of mortal agony convulses his 
features; but I know them for the features of a 
swarthy man, who twice frightened me by taking me 
up in his arms when I was a child, at Wincot Abbey. 

I asked the nurses at the time who that man was, and 
they told me it was my uncle, Stephen Monkton. 
Plainly, as if he stood there living, I see him now at 
your side, with the death-glare in his great black 
eyes; and so have I ever seen him since the moment 
when he was shot; at home and abroad, waking or 
sleeping, day and night, we are always together where- 
ever I go!” 

His whispering tones sank into almost inaudible 
murmuring as he pronounced these last words. From 
the direction and expression of his eyes, I suspected 
that he was speaking to the apparition. If I had 
beheld it myself at that moment, it would have been, 

I think, a less horrible sight to witness than to see 
him, as I saw him now, muttering inarticulately at 
vacancy. My own nerves were more shaken than I. 
could have thought possible by what had passed. 
A vague dread of being near him in his present mood 
came over me, and I moved back a step or two. 

He noticed the action instantly. 

“Don’t go ! — pray, pray don’t go ! Have I 
alarmed you? Don’t you believe me? Do the lights 
make your eyes ache? I only asked you to sit in 
the glare of the candles, because I could not bear to 
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see the light that always shines from the phantom 
there at dusk, shining over you as you sat in the 
shadow. Don’t go — don’t leave me yet!” 

There was an utter forlornness, an unspeakable 
misery in his face as he spoke these words, which 
gave me back my self-possession by the simple pro- 
cess of first moving me to pity. I resumed my 
chair, and said that I would stay with him as long 
as he wished. 

“Thank you a thousand times! You are patience 
and kindness itself,” he said, going back to his 
former place, and resuming his former gentleness of 
manner. “Now that I have got over my first con- 
fession of the misery that follows me in secret where- 
ever I go, I think I can tell you calmly all that 
remains to be told. You see, as I said, my uncle 
Stephen,” — he turned away his head quickly, and 
looked down at the table as the name passed liis 
lips — “my uncle Stephen came twice to Wincot 
while I was a child, and on both occasions frightened 
me dreadfully. He only took me up in his arms, and 
spoke to me — very kindly, as I afterwards heard, 
for him — but he terrified me, nevertheless. Perhaps 
I was frightened at his great stature, his swarthy 
complexion, and his thick black hair and moustache, 
as other children might have been; perhaps the mere 
sight of him had some strange influence on me which 
I could not then understand, and cannot now explain. 
However it was, I used to dream of him long after he 
had gone away; and to fancy that he was stealing on 
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me to catch me up in his arms, whenever I was left 
in the dark. The servants who took care of me 
found this out, and used to threaten me with my uncle 
Stephen whenever I was perverse and difficult to 
manage. As I grew up, I still retained my vague 
dread and abhorrence of our absent relative. I always 
listened intently, yet without knowing why, whenever 
his name was mentioned by my father or my mother 

— listened with an unaccountable presentiment that 
something terrible had happened to him, or was about 
to happen to me. This feeling only changed when 
I was left alone in the Abbey; and then it seemed to 
merge into the eager curiosity which had begun to 
grow on me, rather before that time, about the origin 
of the ancient prophecy predicting the extinction of 
our race. Are you following me?” 

“I follow every word with the closest attention.” 

“You must know, then, that I had first found out 
some fragments of the old rhyme, in which the pro- 
phecy occurs, quoted as a curiosity in an antiquarian 
book in the library. On the page opposite this quota- 
tion, had been pasted a rude old woodcut, representing 
a dark-haired man, whose face was so strangely like 
what I remembered of my uncle Stephen, that the 
portrait absolutely startled me. When I asked my 
father about this — it was then just before his death 

— he either knew, or pretended to know, nothing of 
it; and when I afterwards mentioned the prediction he 
fretfully changed the subject. It was just the same 
with our chaplain when I spoke to him. He said the 
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portrait had been done centuries before my uncle was 
bom; and called the prophecy doggerel and nonsense. 
I used to argue with him on the latter point, asking 
why we Catholics, who believed that the gift of 
working miracles had never departed from certain 
favoured persons, might not just as well believe that 
the gift of prophecy had never departed either? He 
would not dispute with me; he would only say that 
I must not waste time in thinking of such trifles, that 
I had more imagination than was good for me, and 
must suppress instead of exciting it Such advice 
as this only irritated my curiosity. I determined 
secretly to search throughout the oldest uninhabited 
part of the Abbey, and to try if I could not find out 
from forgotten family records what the portrait was, 
and when the prophecy had been first written or 
uttered. Did you ever pass a day alone in the long- 
deserted chambers of an ancient house?” 

“Never; such solitude as that is not at all to my 
taste.” 

“Ah! what a life it was when I began my search. 
I should like to live it over again! Such tempting 
suspense, such strange discoveries, such wild fancies, 
such enthralling terrors, all belonged to that life! Only 
think of breaking open the door of a room which no 
living soul had entered before you for nearly a hundred 
years; think of the first step forward into a region of 
airless, awful stillness, where the light falls faint and 
sickly through closed windows and rotting curtains; 
think of the ghostly creaking of the old floor that cries 


Digitized by Google 



MAD MONXTOM. 


129 


out on you for treading on it, step as softly as you 
■will; think of arms, helmets, weird tapestries of bygone 
days, that seem to be moving out on you, from the 
walls as you first walk up to them in the dim light; 
think of prying into great cabinets and iron-clasped 
chests, not knowing what horrors may appear when 
you tear them open; of poring over their contents till 
twilight stole on you, and darkness grew terrible in 
the lonely place; of trying to leave it, and not being 
able to go, as if something held you; of wind wailing 
at you outside; of shadows darkening round you, and 
closing you up in obscurity within — only think of 
these things, and you may imagine the fascination of 
suspense and terror in such a life as mine was in 
those past days!” 

(I shrunk from imagining that life: it was bad 
enough to see its results, as I saw them before me 
now.) 

“Well, my search lasted months and months; then 
it was suspended a little, then resumed. In whatever 
direction I pursued it, I always found something to 
lure me on. Terrible confessions of past crimes, 
shocking proofs of secret wickedness that had been 
hidden securely from all eyes but mine, came to light. 
Sometimes these discoveries were associated with par- 
ticular parts of the Abbey, which have had a horrible 
interest of their own for me ever since. Sometimes 
with certain old portraits in the picture gallery, which 
I actually dreaded to look at, after what I had found 
out There were periods when the results of this 
A Plot in PrivaJe Life, etc. 9 
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search of mine so horrified me, that I determined to 
give it up entirely; but I never could persevere in my 
resolution, the temptation to go on seemed at certain 
intervals to get too strong for me, and then I yielded 
to it again and again. At last I found the book that 
had belonged to the monks, with the whole of the 
prophecy written in the blank leaf. This first success 
encouraged me to get back further yet in the family 
records. I had discovered nothing hitherto of the iden- 
tity of the mysterious portrait, but the same intuitive 
conviction which had assured me of its extraordinary 
resemblance to my uncle Stephen, seemed also to 
assure me that he must be more closely connected with 
the prophecy, and must know more of it than anyone 
else. I had no means of holding any communication 
with him, no means of satisfying myself whether this 
strange idea of mine were right or wrong, until the 
day when my doubts were settled for ever by the same 
terrible proof which is now present to me in this very 
room.” 

He paused for a moment, and looked at me intently 
and suspiciously. Then asked if I believed all he had 
said to me so far. My instant reply in the affirmative 
seemed to satisfy his doubts, and he went on. 

“On a fine evening in February, I was standing 
alone in one of the deserted rooms of the western 
turret at theAbboy, looking at the sunset. Just before 
the sun went down, I felt a sensation stealing over me 
which it is impossible to explain. I saw nothing, heard 
nothing, knew nothing. This utter self-oblivion camo 
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suddenly; it was not fainting, for I did not fall to the 
ground, did not move an inch from my place. If such 
a thing could be, I should say it was the temporary 
separation of soul and body, without death; but all 
description of my situation at that time is impossible. 
Call my state what you will, trance or catalepsy, I 
know that I remained standing by the window utterly 
unconscious — dead, mind and body — until the sun 
had set. Then I came to my senses again; and then, 
when I opened my eyes, there was the apparition of 
Stephen Monkton standing opposite to me, faintly 
luminous, just as it stands opposite me at this very 
moment by your side.” 

“Was this before the news of the duel reached 
England?” I asked. 

“ Two weeks before the news of it reached us at 
Wineot. And even when we heard of the duel, we did 
not hear of the day on which it was fought. I only 
found that out when the document which you have 
read was published in the French newspaper. The date 
of that document, you will remember, is February 22nd, 
and it is stated that the duel was fought two days 
afterwards. I wrote down in my pocket-book, on the 
evening when I saw the phantom, the day of the 
month on which it first appeared to me. That day was 
the 24th of February.” 

He paused again as if expecting me to say some- 
thing. After the words he had just spoken, what could 
I say? what could I think? 

“Even in the first horror of first seeing the appa- 
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rition,” he went on, “the prophecy against our house 
came to my mind, and with it the conviction that I 
beheld before me, in that spectral presence, the warning 
of my own doom. As soon as I recovered a little, I 
determined, nevertheless, to test the reality of what I 
saw; to find out whether I was the dupe of my own 
diseased fancy or not. I left the turret; the phantom 
left it with me. I made an excuse to have the drawing- 
room at the Abbey brilliantly lighted up; the figure 
was still opposite me. I walked out into the park; it 
was there in the clear starlight. I went away from 
home, and travelled many miles to the seaside; still 
the tall dark man in his death-agony was with me. 
After this, I strove, against the fatality no more. I 
returned to the Abbey, and tried to resign myself to 
my misery. But this was not to be. I had a hope 
that was dearer to me than my own life; J had one 
treasure belonging to me that I shuddered at the pro- 
spect of losing ; and when the phantom presence stood 
a warning obstacle between me and this one treasure, 
this dearest hope, then my misery grew heavier than I 
could bear. You must know what I am alluding to; you 
must have heard often that I wag engaged to, be married? ” 

“Yes, often. I have some acquaintance myself with 
Miss Elmslie.” 

“You never can know all that she baa sacrificed 
for me — never can imagine what I have felt for years 
and years past’’ — his voice trembled, and the tears came 
into his eyes — “but I dar-e not trust myself to speak 
of that; the thought of the old happy days in the Ab- 
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"bey almost breaks my heart now. Let me get back to 
the other subject. I must tell you that I kept the 
frightful vision which pursued me, at all times and in 
all places, a secret from everybody, knowing the vile 
reports about my having inherited madness from my 
family, and fearing that an unfair advantage would 
be taken of any confession that I might make. Though 
the phantom always stood opposite to me, and there- 
fore always appeared either before or by the side of 
any person to whom I spoke, I soon schooled myself 
to hide from others that I was looking at it, except on 
rare occasions — when I have perhaps betrayed myself 
to you. But my self-possession availed me nothing 
with Ada. The day of our marriage was approaching.” 

He stopped and shuddered. I waited in silence till 
he had controlled himself. 

“Think,” he went on, “think of what I must have 
suffered at looking always on that hideous vision, 
whenever I looked on my betrothed wife! Think of 
my taking her hand, and seeming to take it through 
the figure of the apparition! Think of the calm angel- 
face and the tortured spectre-face being always together, 
whenever my eyes met hers! Think of this, and you 
will not wonder that I betrayed my secret to her. She 
eagerly entreated to know the worst — nay more, she 
insisted on knowing it. At her bidding I told all; and 
then left her free to break our engagement. The 
thought of death was in my heart as I spoke the part- 
ing words — death by my own act, if life still held 
out after our separation. She suspected that thought; 


Digitized by Google 



134 


MAD MONKTON. 


she knew it, and never left me till her good influence 
had destroyed it for ever. But for her, I should not 
have been alive now — but for her, I should never 
have attempted the project which has brought me here.” 
“Do you mean that it was at Miss Elmslie’s sug- 
gestion that you came to Naples?” I asked in amazement 
“I mean that what she said, suggested the design 
which has brought me to Naples,” he answered. “While 
I believed that the phantom had appeared to me as the 
fatal messenger of death, there was no comfort, there 
was misery rather in hearing her say that no power on 
earth should make her desert me, and that she would 
live for me, and for me only, through every trial. But 
it was far different when we afterwards reasoned to- 
gether about the purpose which the apparition had 
come to fulfil — far different when she showed me 
that its mission might be for good, instead of for evil; 
and that the warning it was sent to give, might be to 
my profit instead of to my loss. At those words, the 
new idea which gave the new hopo of life came to me 
in an instant I believed then, what I believe now, 
that I have a supernatural warrant for my errand here. 
In that faith I live; without it I should die. She never 
ridiculed it, never scorned it as insanity. Mark what 
I say! The spirit that appeared to me in the Abbey, 
that has never left me since, that stands there now by 
your side, warns me to escape from the fatality which 
hangs over our race, and commands me, if I would 
avoid it, to bury the unburied dead. Mortal loves and 
mortal interests must bow to that awful bidding. The 
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spectre-prescnco will never leave me till I have sheltered 
the corpse that cries to the earth to cover it! I dare 
not return — I dare not marry till I have filled the 
place that is empty in Wincot vault.” 

His eyes flashed and dilated; his voice deepened; 
a fanatic ecstasy shone in his expression as he uttered 
these words. Shocked and grieved as I was, I made 
no attempt +o remonstrate or to reason with him. It 
would have been useless to have referred to any of the 
usual common-places about optical delusions, or dis- 
eased imaginations — worse than useless to have 
attempted to account by natural causes for any of the 
extraordinary coincidences and events of which he had 
spoken. Briefly as he had referred to Miss Elmslie, he 
had said enough to show me that the only hope of the 
poor girl who loved him best and had known him 
longest of any one, was in humouring his delusions to 
the last. How faithfully she still clung to the belief 
that she could restore him! How resolutely was she 
sacrificing herself to his morbid fancies, in the hope of 
a happy future that might never come! Little as I 
knew of Miss Elmslie, the mere thought of her situation, 
as I now reflected on it, made me feel sick at heart. 

“They call me ‘Mad Monkton!’” he exclaimed, 
suddenly breaking the silence between us during the 
last few minutes. “Here and in England everybody 
believes I am out of my senses, except Ada and you. 
She has been my salvation; and you will be my sal- 
vation too. Something told me that, when I first met 
you walking in the Villa Reale. I struggled against 
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the strong desire that was in me to trust my secret to 
you; but I could resist it no longer when I saw you 
to-night at the ball — the phantom seemed to draw 
me on to you, as you stood alone in the quiet room. 
Tell me more of that idea of yours about finding the 
place where the duel was fought. If I set out to- 
morrow to seek for it myself, where most I go to first? 
— where?” He stopped; his strength was evidently 
becoming exhausted, and his mind was growing con- 
fused. “What am I to do? I can’t remember. You 
know everything — will you not help me? My misery 
has made me unable to help myself!” 

He stopped, murmured something about failing if 
he went to the frontier alone, and spoke confusedly 
of delays that might be fatal; then tried to utter the 
name of “Ada;” but in pronouncing the first letter his 
voice faltered, and turning abruptly from me he burst 
into tears. 

My pity for him got the better of my prudence at 
that moment, and without thinking of responsibilities, 
I promised at once to do for him whatever he asked. 
The wild triumph in his expression, as he started up 
and seized my hand, showed me that I had better have 
been more cautious; but it was too late now to retract 
what I had said. The next best thing to do was to 
try if I could not induce him to compose himself a 
little, and then to go away and think coolly over the 
whole affair by myself. 

“Yes, yes,” he rejoined, in answer to the few 
words I now spoke to try and calm him, “don’t be 
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afraid about me. After what you have said, I’ll answer 
for my own coolness and composure under all emer- 
gencies. I have been so long used to the apparition 
that I hardly feel its px*esenco at ail except on rare 
occasions. Besides, I have here, in this little packet 
of letters, the medicine for every malady of the sick 
heart. They are Ada’s letters; I read them to calm 
me whenever my misfortune seems to get the better of 
my endurance. I wanted that half hour to read them 
in to-night, before you came, to make myself fit to see 
yon; and I shall go through them again after you are 
gone. So, once more don’t be afraid about me. I 
know I shall succeed with your help; and Ada shall 
thank you as you deserve to be thanked when we get 
back to England. If you hear the fools at Naples talk 
about my being mad, don’t trouble yourself to contra- 
dict them: the scandal is so contemptible that it must 
end by contradicting itself.” 

I left him, promising to return early the next day. 

When I got back to my hotel, I felt that any idea 
of sleeping, after all that I had seen and heard, 
was out of the question. So I lit my pipe, and sitting 
by the window — how it refreshed my mind just then 
to look at the calm moonlight! — tried to think what 
it would be best to do. In the first place, any appeal 
to doctors or to Alfred’s friends in England was out of 
the question. I could not persuade myself that his 
intellect was sufficiently disordered to justify me, under 
existing circumstances, in disclosing the secret which 
he had entrusted to my keeping. In the second place, 
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all attempts on my part to induce him to abandon the 
idea of searching out his uncle’s remains would be 
utterly useless after what I had incautiously said to 
him. Having settled these two conclusions, the only 
really great difficulty which remained to perplex me 
was whether I was justified in aiding him to execute 
his extraordinary purpose. 

Supposing that with my help he found Mr. Monkton’s 
body, and took it back with him to England, was it 
right in me thus to lend myself to promoting the 
marriage which would most likely follow these events 
— a marriage which it might be the duty of everyone 
to prevent at all hazards? This set me thinking about 
the extent of his madness, or to speak more mildly 
and more correctly, of his delusion. Sane he certainly 
was on all ordinary subjects; nay, in all the narrative 
parts of what he had said to me on this very evening 
he had spoken clearly and connectedly. As for the 
story of the apparition, other men, with intellects as 
clear as the intellects of their neighbours, had fancied 
themselves pursued by a phantom, and had even written 
about it in a high strain of philosophical speculation. 
It was plain that the real hallucination in the case 
now before me lay in Monkton’s conviction of the 
truth of the old prophecy, and in his idea that the 
fancied apparition was a supernatural warning to him 
to evade its denunciations. And it was equally clear 
that both delusions had been produced, in the first 
instance, by the lonely life he had led, acting on a 
naturally excitable temperament, which was rendered 
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further liable to moral disease by an hereditary taint 
of insanity. 

Was this curable? Miss Elmslie, who knew him 
far better than I did, seemed by her conduct to think 
so. Had I any reason or right to determine off-hand 
that she was mistaken? Supposing I refused to go 
to the frontier with him, he would then most certainly 
depart by himself, to commit all sorts of errors, and 
perhaps to meet with all sorts of accidents; while I, 
an idle man, with my time entirely at my own dispo- 
sal, was stopping at Naples, and leaving him to his 
fate after I had suggested the plan of his expedition, 
and had encouraged him to confide in me. In this 
way I kept turning the subject over and over again in 
my mind — being quite free, let me add, from looking 
at it in any other than a practical point of view. I 
firmly believed, as a derider of all ghost stories, that 
Alfred was deceiving himself in fancying that he had 
seen the apparition of his uncle before the news of Mr. 
Monkton’s death reached England; and I was on this 
account therefore uninfluenced by the slightest infection 
of my unhappy friend’s delusions, when I at last fairly 
decided to accompany him in his extraordinary search. 
Possibly my harum-scarum fondness for excitement at 
that time, biassed me a little in forming my resolu- 
tion; but I must add, in common justice to myself, 
that I also acted from motives of real sympathy for 
Monkton, and from a sincere wish to allay, if I could, 
the anxiety of the poor girl who was still so faith- 
fully waiting and hoping for him far away in England. ' 
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Certain arrangements preliminary to our departure, 
which I found myself obliged to make after a second 
interview with Alfred, betrayed the object of our 
journey to most of our Neapolitan friends. The astonish- 
ment of everybody was of course unbounded, and the 
nearly universal suspicion that I must be as mad in 
my way as Monkton himself, showed itself pretty 
plainly in my presence. Some people actually tried 
to combat my resolution by telling me what a shameless 
profligate Stephen Monkton had been — as if I had 
a strong personal interest in hunting out his remains! 
Ridicule moved me as little as any arguments of this 
sort; my mind was made up, and I was as obstinate 
then as I am now. 

In two days’ time I had got everything ready, and 
had ordered the travelling carriage to the door some 
hours earlier than we had originally settled. We were 
jovially threatened with “a parting cheer” by all our 
English acquaintances, and I thought it desirable to 
avoid this on my friend’s account; for he had been 
more excited, as it was, by the preparations for the 
journey than I at all liked. Accordingly, soon after 
sunrise, without a soul in the street to stare at us, we 
privately left Naples. 

Nobody will wonder, I think, that I experienced 
some difficulty in realising my own position, and shrank 
instinctively from looking forward a single day into 
the future , when I now found myself starting, in company 
with “Mad Monkton,” to hunt for the body of a dead 
duellist all along the frontier line of the Roman states! 
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CHAPTER Y. 

I had settled it in my own mind that we had 
better make the town of Fondi, close on the frontier, 
our head-quarters, to begin with; and I had arranged, 
with the assistance of the Embassy, that the leaden 
coffin should follow us so far, securely nailed up in its 
packing case. Besides; our passports, we were well 
furnished with letters of introduction to the local autho- 
rities at most of the important frontier towns, and to 
crown all, we had money enough at our command 
(thanks to Monktou’s vast fortune) to make sure of the 
services of anyone whom we wanted to assist us, all 
along our line of search- These various resources en- 
sured us every facility for action — provided always 
that we succeeded in discovering the body of the dead 
duellist But, in the very probable event of our failing 
to do this, our future prospects — more especially 
after the responsibility I had undertaken, — were of 
anything but an agreeable nature to contemplate. I 
confess I fait uneasy, almost hopeless, as we posted, 
in the dazzling Italian sunshine* along the road to 
Fondi. 

Wo made an easy two days’ journey of it; for*I 
had insisted, on Monkton’s account, that we should 
travel slowly. 

On the first day the excessive agitation of my 
companion a little alarmed me; he showed, in many 
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ways, more symptoms of a disordered mind than I had 
yet observed in him. On the second day, however, 
he seemed to get accustomed to contemplate calmly 
the new idea of the search on which we were bent, 
and, except on one point, he was cheerful and com- 
posed enough. Whenever his dead uncle formed the 
subject of conversation, he still persisted — on the 
strength of the old prophecy, and under the influence 
of the apparition which he saw, or thought he saw, 
always — in asserting that the corpse of Stephen 
Monkton, wherever it was, lay yet unburied. On every 
other topic he deferred to me with the utmost readiness 
and docility; on this he maintained his strange opinion 
with an obstinacy which set reason and persuasion 
alike at defiance. 

On the third day we rested at Fondi. The pack- 
ing case, with the coffin in it, reached us, and was 
deposited in a safe place under lock and key. We 
engaged some mules, and found a man to act as guide 
who knew the country thoroughly. It occurred to me 
that we had better begin by confiding the real object 
of our journey only to the most trustworthy people we 
could find among the better educated classes. For this 
reason we followed, in one respect, the example of the 
fatal duelling-party, by starting, early on the morning 
of the fourth day, with sketch-books and colour-boxes, 
as if we were only artists in search of the pictu- 
resque. 

After travelling some hours in a northerly direction 
within the Roman frontier, we halted to rest ourselves 
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and our mules at a wild little village, far out of the 
track of tourists in general. 

The only person of the smallest importance in the 
place was the priest, and to him I addressed my first 
inquiries, leaving Monkton to await my return with 
the guide. I spoke Italian quite fluently and correctly 
enough for my purpose, and was extremely polite and 
cautious in introducing my business, hut, in spite of 
all the pains I took, I only succeeded in frightening 
and bewildering the poor priest more and more with 
every fresh word I said to him. The idea of a duelling- 
party and a dead man seemed to scare him out of his 
senses. He bowed, fidgeted, cast his eyes up to 
heaven, and piteously shrugging his shoulders, told me, 
with rapid Italian circumlocution, that he had not the 
faintest idea of what I was talking about. This was 
my first failure. I confess I was weak enough to feel 
a little dispirited when I rejoined Monkton and the 
guide. 

After the heat of the day was over, we resumed 
our journey. 

About three miles from the village, the road, or 
rather cart-track, branched off in two directions. The 
path to the right, our guide informed us, led up among 
the mountains to a convent about six miles off. If we 
penetrated beyond the convent, we should soon reach 
the Neapolitan frontier. The path to the left led far 
inwards on the Roman territory, and would conduct us 
to a small town where we could sleep for the night. 
Now, the Roman territory presented the first and fittest 
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field for our search, and the convent was always within 
reach, supposing we returned to Fondi unsuccessful. 
Besides, the path to the left led over the widest part 
of the country we were starting to explore; and I was 
always for vanquishing the greatest difficulty first — 
so we deeided manfully on turning to the left. The 
expedition in whioh this resolution involved us lasted 
a whole week, and produced no results. We discovered 
absolutely nothing, and returned to our head-quarters 
at Fonda, so completely baffled that we did not know 
whither to turn our steps next. 

I was made much more uneasy by the effect of 
our failure on Monkton than by the failure itself. His 
resolution appeared to break down altogether ae soon 
as we began to retrace our steps. He became first 
fretful and capricious, then silent and desponding. 
Finally, he sank into a lethargy of body and mind 
that seriously alarmed me. On the morning after our 
return to Fondi, he showed a strange tendency to sleep 
incessantly, which made me suspect the existence of 
some physical malady in his brain. The whole day 
he hardly exchanged a word with me, and seemed to 
he never fairly awake. Early the next morning I 
went into his room, and found him as silent and 
lethargic as ever. His servant, who was with us, in- 
formed me that Alfred had once or twice before ex- 
hibited such physical symptoms of mental exhaustion 
as we were now observing, during his father’s lifetime 
at Wincot Abbey. This piece of information made me 
feel easier, and left my mind free to return to the eon- 
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si deration of the errand which had brought us to 
Fondi. 

I resolved to occupy the time until my companion 
got better, in prosecuting our search by myself. That 
path to the right hand which led to the convent had 
not yet been explored; if I set off to trace it, I need 
not be away from Monkton more than one night, and 
I should at least be able on my return to give him the 
satisfaction of knowing that one more uncertainty re- 
garding the place of the duel had been cleared up. 
These considerations decided me. I left a message for 
my friend, in case he asked where I had gone, and set 
out once more for the village at which we had halted 
when starting on our first expedition. 

Intending to walk to the convent, I parted com- 
pany with the guide and the mules where the track 
branched off, leaving them to go back to the village 
and await my return. 

For the first four miles the path gently ascended 
through an open country, then became abruptly much 
steeper, and led me deeper and deeper among thickets 
and endless woods. By the time my watch informed 
me that I must have nearly walked my appointed 
distance, the view was bounded on all sides, and the 
sky was shut out overhead, by an impervious screen 
of leaves and branches. I still followed my only guide, 
the steep path; and in ten minutes, emerging suddenly 
on a plot of tolerably clear and level ground, I saw 
the convent before me. 

It was a dark, low, sinister-looking place. Not a 
A Plot in Private Life, etc . 10 
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Sign of life or movement was visible anywhere about 
it Green stains streaked the once white facade of the 
chapel in all directions. Moss clustered thick in every 
crevice of the heavy Bcowling wall that surrounded the 
convent. Long lank weeds grew out of the fissures of 
roof and parapet, and drooping far downward, waved 
■wearily in and out of the barred dormitory windows. 
The very cross .opposite the entrance-gate, with a 
shocking life-sized figure in wood nailed to it, was so 
beset at the base with crawling creatures, and looked 
so slimy, green and rotten all the way up, that I abso- 
lutely shrank from it. 

A bell-rope with a broken handle hung by the 
gate. I approached it — hesitated, I hardly knew 
why — looked up at the convent again, and then 
walked round to the back of the building, partly to 
gain time to consider what I had better do next; partly 
from an unaccountable curiosity that urged me, strangely 
to myself, to see all I could of the outside of the 
place before I attempted to gain admission at the 
gate. 

At the back of the convent I found an outhouse, 
built on to the wall — a clumsy, decayed building, 
with the greater part of the roof fallen in, and with a 
jagged hole in one of its sides, where in all probability 
a window had once been. Behind the out-house the 
trees grew thicker than ever. As I looked towards 
them, I could not determine whether the ground 
beyond me rose or fell — whether it was grassy, or 
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earthy, or rocky. I could see nothing but the all- 
pervading leaves, brambles, ferns, and long grass. 

Not a sound broke the oppressive stillness. No 
bird’s note rose from the leafy wilderness around me; 
no voices spoke in the convent garden behind the 
scowling wall; no clock struck in the chapel-tower; no 
dog barked in the ruined outhouse. The dead silence 
deepened the solitude of the place inexpressibly. I be- 
gan to feel it weighing on my spirits — the more 
because woods were never favourite places with me to 
walk in. The sort of pastoral happiness which poets 
often represent when they sing of life in the woods, 
never, to my mind, has half the charm of life on the 
mountain or in the plain. When I am in a wood, I 
miss the boundless loveliness of the sky, and the de- 
licious softness that distance gives to the earthly view 
beneath. I feel oppressively the change which the 
free air suffers when it gets imprisoned among leaves, 
and I am always awed, rather than pleased, by that 
mysterious still light which shines with such a strange 
dim lustre in deep places among trees. It may convict 
me of want of taste and absence of due feeling for the 
marvellous beauties of vegetation, but I must frankly 
own that I never penetrato far into a wood without 
finding that the getting out of it again is the pleasant- 
est part of my walk — the getting out on to the 
barest down, the wildest hill-side, the bleakest moun- 
tain-top — the getting out anywhere so that I can see 
the sky over me and the view before me as far as my 
eye can reach. 

10 * 


Digitized by Google 



148 


MAD MONKTON. 


After such a confession as I have now made, it 
will appear surprising to no one that I should have 
felt the strongest possible inclination, while I stood by 
the ruined outhouse, to retrace my steps at once, and 
make the best of my way out of the wood. I had in- 
deed actually turned to depart, when the remembrance 
of the errand which had brought me to the convent 
suddenly stayed my feet. It seemed doubtful whether 
I should be admitted into the building if I rang the 
bell; and more than doubtful, if I were let in, whether 
the inhabitants would be able to afford me any clue to 
the information of which I was in search. However, 
it was my duty to Monkton to leave no means of 
helping him in his desperate object untried; so I re- 
solved to go round to the front of the convent again, 
and ring the gate-bell at all hazards. 

By the merest chance I looked up as I passed the 
side of the outhouse where the jagged hole was, and 
noticed that it was pierced rather high in the wall. 

As I stopped to observe this, the closeness of the 
atmosphere in the wood seemed to be affecting me 
more unpleasantly than ever. 

I waited a minute and untied my cravat. 

Closeness? — surely it was something more than 
that The air was even more distasteful to my nostrils 
than to my lungs. There was some faint, indescribable 
smell loading it — some smell of which I had never 
had any previous experience — some smell which I 
thought (now that my attention was directed to it) 
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grew more and more certainly traceable to its source 
the nearer I advanced to the outhouse. 

By the time I had tried the experiment two or 
three times, and had made myself sure of this fact, ray 
curiosity became excited. There were plenty of frag- 
ments of stone and brick lying about me. I gathered 
some of them together, and piled them up below the 
hole, then mounted to the top, and, feeling rather 
ashamed of what I was doing, peeped into the out- 
house. 

The sight of horror that met my eyes the instant I 
looked through the hole, is as present to my memory 
now as if I had beheld it yesterday. I can hardly 
write of it at this distance of time without a thrill of 
the old terror running through me again to the heart. 

The first impression conveyed to me, as I looked 
in, was of a long recumbent object, tinged with a 
lightish blue colour all over, extended on trestles, and 
bearing a certain hideous half-formed resemblance to 
the human face and figure. I looked again, and felt 
certain of it There were the prominences of the fore- 
head, nose, and chin, dimly shown as under a veil — 
there, the round outline of the chest, and the hollow 
below it — there, the points of the knees, and the 
stiff, ghastly, upturned feet. I looked again, yet more 
attentively. My eyes got accustomed to the dim light 
streaming- in through the broken roof; and I satisfied 
myself, judging by the great length of the body from 
head to foot, that I was looking at the corpse of a 
man — a corpse that had apparently once had a sheet 
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spread over it — and that Lad lain rotting on the 
trestles under the open sky long enough for the linen 
to take the livid, light-bine tinge of mildew and decay 
which now covered it 

How long I remained with my eyes fixed on that 
dread sight of death, on that tombless, terrible wreck 
of humanity, poisoning the still air, and seeming even 
to stain the faint descending light that disclosed it, I 
know not I remember a dull, distant sound among 
the trees, as if the breeze were rising — the slow, 
creeping on of the sound to near the place where I 
stood — the noiseless whirling fall of a dead leaf on 
the corpse below me, through the gap in the outhouse 
roof — and the effect of awakening my energies, of 
relaxing the heavy strain on my mind, which even the 
slight change wrought in the scene I beheld by the 
falling leaf, produced in me immediately. I descended 
to the ground, and, sitting down on the heap of stones, 
wiped away the thick perspiration which covered my 
face, and which I now became aware of for the first 
time. It was something more than the hideous spec- 
tacle unexpectedly offered to my eyes, which had 
shaken my nerves, as I felt that they were shaken 
now. Monkton’s prediction that, if we succeeded in 
discovering his uncle’s body, we should find it un- 
buried, recurred to me the instant I saw the trestles 
and their ghastly burden. I felt assured on the instant 
that I had found the dead man — the old prophecy 
recurred to my memory — a strange yearning sorrow, 
a vague foreboding of ill, an inexplicable terror, as I 
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thought of the poor lad who was awaiting my return 
in the distant town, struck through me with a chill of 
superstitious dread, robbed me of my judgment and re- 
solution, and left me, when I had at last recovered my- 
self, weak and dizzy, as if I had just suffered under 
some pang of overpowering physical pain. 

I hastened round to the convent gate, and rang 
impatiently at the bell — waited a little while, and 
rang again — then heard footsteps. 

In the middle of the gate, just opposite my face, 
there was a small sliding panel, not more than a few 
inches long; this was presently pushed aside from with- 
in. I saw, through a bit of iron grating, two dull, 
light grey eyes staring vacantly at mo, and heard a 
feeble husky voice saying: - — 

“What may you please to want?” 

“I am a traveller — ” I began. 

“We live in a miserable place. We have nothing 
to show travellers here.” 

“I don’t come to see anything. I have an im- 
portant question to ask, which I believe some one in 
this convent will be able to answer. If you are not 
williiq^ to let me in, at least come out and speak to 
me here.” 

“Are you alone?” 

“Quite alone.” 

“Are there no women with you?” 

“None.” 

The gate was slowly unbarred ; and an old 
Capuchin, very infirm, very suspicious, and very dirty, 
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stood before me. I was far too excited and impatient 
to waste any time in prefatory phrases; so telling the 
monk at once how I had looked through the hole in 
the outhouse, and what I had seen inside, I asked 
him in plain terms who the man had been whose 
corpse I had beheld, and why the body was left un- 
buried? 

The old Capuchin listened to me with watery eyes 
that twinkled suspiciously. He had a battered tin 
snuff-box in his hand; and his finger and thumb slowly 
chased a few scattered grains of snuff round and round 
the inside of the box all the time I was speaking. 
When I had done, he shook his head, and said “that 
was certainly an ugly sight in their outhouse; one of 
the ugliest sights, he felt sure, that ever I had seen in 
all my life!” 

“I don’t want to talk of the sight,” I rejoined, im- 
patiently; “I want to know who the man was, how he 
died, and why he is not decently buried. Can you 
tell me?” 

The monk’s finger and thumb having captured three 
or four grains of snuff at last, he slowly drew them 
into his nostrils, holding the box open under his nose 
the while, to prevent the possibility of wasting even 
one grain, sniffod once or twice, luxuriously — closed 
the box — then looked at me again, with his eyes 
watering and twinkling more suspiciously than before. 

“Yes,” said the monk, “that’s an ugly sight in our 
outhouse — a very ugly sight, certainly!” 

I never had more difficulty in keeping my temper 
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in my life, than at that moment. I succeeded, how- 
ever, in repressing a very disrespectful expression on 
the subject of monks in general, which was on the tip 
of my tongue, and made another attempt to conquer 
the old man’s exasperating reserve. Fortunately for 
my chances of succeeding with him, I was a snuff-taker 
myself; and I had a box full of excellent English snuff 
in my pocket, which I now produced as a bribe. It 
was my last resource. 

“I thought your box seemed empty just now,” said 
I; “will you try a pinch out of mine?” 

The offer was accepted with an almost youthful 
alacrity of gesture. The Capuchin took the largest 
pinch I ever saw held between any man’s finger and 
thumb, inhaled it slowly, without spilling a single grain 
— half closed his eyes — and, wagging his head 
gently, patted me paternally on the back. 

“Oh, my son!” said the monk, “what delectable 
snuff! Oh, my son and amiable traveller, give the 
spiritual father who loves you, yet another tiny, tiny 
pinch!” 

“JLet me fill your box for you. I shall have plenty 
left for myself.” 

The battered tin snuff-box was given to me before 
I had done speaking — the paternal hand patted my 
back more approvingly than ever — the feeble, husky 
voice grew glib and eloquent in my praise. I had 
evidently found out the weak side of the old Capuchin; 
and , on returning him his box, I took instant advantage 
of the discovery. 
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“Excuse my troubling you on tlie subject again,” 
I said, “but I have particular reasons for wanting to 
hear all that you can tell me in explanation of that 
horrible sight in the outhouse.” 

“Come in,” answered the monk. 

He drew me inside the gate, closed it, and then 
leading the way across a grass grown courtyard, looking 
out on a weedy kitchen garden , showed me into a long 
room with a low ceiling, a dirty dresser, a few rudely- 
carved stall seats, and one or two grim mildewed pic- 
tures for ornaments. This was the sacristy. 

“There’s nobody here, and it’s nice and cool,” said 
the old Capuchin. It was so damp that I actually 
shivered. “Would you like to see the church?” said 
the monk} “a jewel of a church, if we could only keep 
it in repair; but we can’t Ah! malediction and misery, 
we are too poor to keep our church in repair!” 

Here he shook his head, and began fumbling with 
a large bunch of keys. 

“Never mind the church now!” said I. “Can you, 
or can you not, tell me what I want to know.” 

“Everything, from beginning to end — absolutely 
everything! Why, I answered the gate bell — I al- 
ways answer the gate bell here,” said the Capuchin. 

“What, in heaven’s name, has the gate bell to do 
■with the unburied corpse in your outhouse?” 

“Listen, son of mine, and you shall know. Some 
time ago — some months — ah, me, I’m old; I’ve lost 
my memory; I don’t know how many months — ah! 
miserable me, what a very old, old monk I am!” 
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Here he comforted himself with another pinch of my 
snuff. 

“Never mind the exact time,” said I. “I don’t 
care about that.” 

“Good,” said the Capuchin. “Now I can go on. 
Well, let us say, it is some months ago — we in this 
convent are all at breakfast — wretched, wretched 
breakfasts, son of mine, in this convent! — we are at 
breakfast, and we hear bang ! bang! twice over. ‘Guns,’ 
says L ‘What are they shooting for?’ says brother 
Jeremy. ‘Game,’ says brother Vincent ‘Aha! game,’ 
says brother Jeremy. ‘If I hear more, I shall send out 
and discover what it means,’ says the father superior. 
We hear no more, and we go on with our wretched 
breakfasts.” 

“Where did the report of fire-arms come from?” 1 
inquired. 

“From down below, beyond the big trees at the 
back of the convent, where there’s some clear ground 
— nice ground, if it wasn’t for the pools and puddles. 
But, ah misery! how damp we are in these parts! how 
very, very damp!” 

“Well, what happened after the report of fire- 
arms?” 

“You shall hear. We are still at breakfast, all 
silent — for what have we to talk about here? What 
have we but our devotions, our kitchen garden, and 
our wretched, wretched bits of breakfasts and dinners? 
I say we are all silent, when there comes suddenly 
such a ring at the bell as never was heard before — a 
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very devil of a ring — a ring that caught us all with 
our bits — our wretched, wretched bits! — in our 
mouths, and stopped us before we could swallow them. 
‘Go, brother of mine!’ says the father superior to me 

— ‘go, it is your duty — go to the gate.’ I am brave 

— a very lion of a Capuchin. I slip out on tip-toe — 
I wait — I listen — I pull back our little shutter in 
the gate — I wait, I listen again — I peep through 
the hole — nothing, absolutely nothing, that I can see. 
I am brave — I am not to be daunted. What do 1 do 
next? I open the gate. Ah! Sacred Mother of Heaven, 
what do I behold lying all along our threshold? A 
man — dead! — a big man; bigger than you, bigger 
than me, bigger than anybody in this convent — but- 
toned up tight in a fine coat, with black eyes, staring, 
staring up at the sky; and blood soaking through and 
through the front of his shirt What do I do? I scream 
once — I scream twice — and run back to the father 
superior!” 

All the particulars of the fatal duel which I had 
gleaned from the French newspaper in Monkton’s room 
at Naples, recurred vividly to my memory. The suspi- 
cion that I had felt when I looked into the outhouse, 
became a certainty as I listened to the old monk’s last 
words. 

“So far I understand,” said I. “The corpse I have 
just seen in the outhouse, is the corpse of the man 
whom you found dead outside your gate. Now tell me 
why you have not given the remains decent burial?” 

“Wait — wait — wait,” answered the Capuchin. 
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“The father superior hears me scream, and comes out; 
we all run together to the gate; we lift up the big man, 
and look at him close. Dead! dead as this” (smacking 
the dresser with his hand). “We look again, and see 
a bit of paper pinned to the collar of his coat Aha! 
son of mine, you start at that. I thought I should 
make you start at last” 

I had started indeed. That paper was doubtless 
the leaf mentioned in the second’s unfinished narrative 
as having been torn out of his pocket-book, and in- 
scribed with the statement of how the dead man had 
lost his life. If proof positive were wanted to identify 
the dead body, here was such proof found. 

“What do you think was written on the bit of 
paper?” continued the Capuchin. “We read, and 
shudder. This dead man has been killed in a duel — 
he, the desperate, the miserable, has died in the com- 
mission of mortal sin; and the men who saw the killing 
of him, ask us Capuchins, holy men, servants of 
Heaven, children of our lord the pope — they ask us 
to give him burial! Oh! but we are outraged when we 
read that; we groan, we wring our hands, we turn 
away, we tear our beards, we — ” 

“Wait one moment,” said I, seeing that the old 
man was heating himself with his narrative, and was 
likely, unless I stopped him, to talk more and more 
fluently to less and less purpose — “wait a moment. 
Have you preserved the paper that was pinned to the 
dead man’s coat; and can I look at it?” 

The Capuchin seemed on the point of giving ms 
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an answer, when he suddenly checked himself. I saw 
his eyes wander away from my face, and at the same 
moment heard a door softly opened and closed again 
behind me. 

Looking round immediately, I observed another 
monk in the sacristy — a tall, lean, black-bearded man, 
in whose presence my old friend with the snuff-box 
suddenly became quite decorous and devotional to look 
at. I suspected I was in the presence of the father 
superior; and I found that I was right the moment he 
addressed me. 

“I am the father superior of this convent,” he said 
in quiet, clear tones, and looking me straight in the 
face while he spoke, with coldly attentive eyes. “I 
have heard the latter part of your conversation, and I 
wish to know why you are so particularly anxious to 
see the piece of paper that was pinned to the dead 
man’s coat?” 

The coolness with which he avowed that he had 
been listening, and the quietly imperative manner in 
which he put his concluding question perplexed and 
startled me. I hardly knew at first what tone I ought 
to take in answering him. He observed my hesitation, 
and attributing it to the wrong cause, signed to the old 
Capuchin to retire. Humbly stroking his long grey 
beard, and furtively consoling himself with a private 
pinch of the “delectable snuff,” my venerable friend 
shuffled out of the room, making a profound obeisance 
at the door, just before he disappeared. 
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“Now,” said the father superior, as coldly as ever; 
“I am waiting, sir, for your reply.” 

“You shall have it in the fewest possible words,” 
said I, answering him in his own tone. “I find to my 
disgust and horror that there is an unburied corpse in 
an outhouse attached to your convent. I believe that 
corpse to be the body of an English gentleman of rank 
and fortune, who was killed in a duel. I have come 
into this neighbourhood, with the nephew and only re- 
lation of the slain man, for the express purpose of re- 
covering his remains; and I wish to see the paper 
found on the body, because I believe that paper will 
identify it to the satisfaction of the relative to whom I 
have referred. Do you find my reply sufficiently 
straightforward? And do you mean to give me per- 
mission to look at the paper?” 

“I am satisfied with your reply, and see no reason 
for refusing you a sight of the paper,” said the father 
superior; “but I have something to say first. In 
speaking of the impression produced on you by be- 
holding the corpse, you used the words ‘disgust’ and 
‘horror.’ This license of expression in relation to what 
you have seen in the precincts of a convent, proves to 
me that you are out of the pale of the Holy Catholic 
Church. You have no right, therefore, to expect any 
explanation; but I will give you one, nevertheless, as 
a favour. The slain man died, unabsolved, in the com- 
mission of mortal sin. Wo infer so much from the 
paper which we found on his body; and we know, by 
the evidence of our own eyes and ears, that he was 
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killed on tlie territories of the church, and in the act 
of committing direct violation of those special laws 
against the crime of duelling, the strict enforcement of 
which the holy father himself has urged on the faithful 
throughout his dominions, by letters signed with his 
own hand. Inside this convent the ground is conse- 
crated; and we Catholics are not accustomed to bury- 
the outlaws of our religion, the enemies of our Holy 
Father, and the violators of our most sacred laws, in 
consecrated ground. Outside this convent, we have no 
rights and no power; and, if we had both, we should 
remember that we are monks, not gravediggers, and 
that the only burial with which we can have any con- 
cern, is burial with the prayers of the church. That 
is all the explanation I think it necessary to give. 
Wait for me here, and you shall see the paper." With 
those words the father superior left the room as quietly 
as he had entered it. 

I had hardly time to think over this bitter and un- 
gracious explanation, and to feel a little piqued by the 
language and manner of the person who had given it 
to me, before the father superior returned with the 
paper in his hand. He placed it before me on the 
dresser; and I read hurriedly traced in pencil, the fol- 
lowing lines: — 

“This paper is attached to the body of the late 
Mr. Stephen Monkton, an Englishman of distinction. 
He has been shot in a duel, conducted with perfect 
gallantry and honour on both sides. His body is placed 
at the door of this convent, to receive burial at the 
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hands of its inmates, the survivors of the encounter 
being obliged to separate and secure their safety by 
immediate flight I, the second of the slain man, and 
the writer of this explanation, certify, on my word of 
honour as a gentleman, that the shot which killed my 
principal on the instant was fired fairly, in the strictest 
accordance with the rules laid down beforehand for 
the conduct of the duel. 

(Signed) “F.” 

“F.” I recognised easily enough as the initial 
letter of Monsieur Foulon’s name, the second of Mr. 
Monkton, who had died of consumption at Paris. 

The discovery and the identification were now 
complete. Nothing remained but to break the news to 
Alfred, and to get permission to remove the remains in 
the outhouse. I began almost to doubt the evidence 
of my own senses, when I reflected that the apparently 
impracticable object with which we had left Naples 
was already, by the merest chance, virtually accom- 
plished. 

“The evidence of the paper is decisive,” said I, 
handing it back. “There can be no doubt that the 
remains in the outhouse are the remains of which we 
have been in search. May I inquire if any obstacles 
will be thrown in our way, should the late Mr. Monk- 
ton’s nephew wish to remove his uncle’s body to the 
family burial-place in England?” 

“Where is this nephew?” asked the father 
superior. 

A Plot in Pritate Lift, etc . H 
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“He is now awaiting my return at the town of 
Fondi.” 

“Is he in a position to prove his relationship?” 

“Certainly; he has papers with him which will 
place it beyond a doubt” 

“Let him satisfy the civil authorities of his claim, 
and he need expect no obstacle to his wishes from 
anyone here.” 

I was in no humour for talking a moment longer with 
my sour-tempered companion than I could help. The day 
was wearing on fast; and, whether night overtook me 
or not, I was resolved never to stop on my return till 
I got back to Fondi. Accordingly, after telling the 
father superior that he might expect to hear from me 
again immediately, I made my bow, and hastened out 
of the sacristy. 

At the convent gate stood my old friend with the 
tin snuff-box, waiting to let me out. 

“Bless you, my son,” said the venerable recluse, 
giving me a farewell pat on the shoulder; “come back 
soon to your spiritual father, who loves you; and 
amiably favour him with another tiny, tiny pinch of the 
delectable snuff.” 
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CHAPTER VI. 

I returned at the top of my speed to the village 
where I had left the mules, had the animals saddled 
immediately, and succeeded in getting back to Fondi a 
little before sunset 

While ascending the stairs of our hotel, I suffered 
under the most painful uncertainty as to how I should 
best communicate the news of my discovery to xYlfred. 
If I could not succeed in preparing him properly for 
my tidings, the results — with such an organization as 
his — might be fatal. On opening the door of his 
room, I felt by no means sure of myself; and when 1 
confronted him, his manner of receiving me took me 
so much by surprise that, for a moment or two, I lost 
my self-possession altogether. 

Every trace of the lethargy in which lie was sunk 
when I had last seen him had disappeared. His eyes 
were bright, his cheeks deeply flushed. As I entered, 
he started up, and refused my offered hand. 

“You have not treated me like a friend,” he said, 
passionately; “you had no right to continue the search 
unless I searched with you — you had no right to 
leave me here alone. I was wrong to trust you: you 
are no better than all the rest of them.” 

I had by this time recovered a little from my first 
astonishment, and was able to reply before he could 
say anything more. It was quite useless, in his present 
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state, to reason with him, or to defend myself. I 
determined to risk everything, and break my news to 
him at once. 

“You will treat me more justly, Monkton, when 
you know that I have been doing you good service 
during my absence,” I said. “Unless I am greatly 
mistaken, the object for which we have left Naples 
may be nearer attainment by both of us than — ” 

The flush left his cheeks almost in an instant. 
Some expression in my face, or some tone in my 
voice, of which I was not conscious, had revealed to 
his nervously-quickened perception more than I had 
intended that he should know at first. His eyes fixed 
themselves intently on mine; his hand grasped my arm; 
and he said to me in an eager whisper: — 

“Tell me the truth at once. Have you found 
him?” 

It was too late to hesitate. I answered in the 
affirmative. 

“Buried or unburied?” 

His voice rose abruptly as he put the question, and 
his unoccupied hand fastened on my other ann. 

“ Unburied.” 

I had hardly uttered the word before the blood 
flew back into his cheeks; his eyes flashed again as 
they looked into mine, and he burst into a fit of 
triumphant laughter, which shocked and startled me 
inexpressibly. 

“What did I tell you? What do you say to the 
old prophecy now?” he cried, dropping his hold on 
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my arms, and pacing backward and forwards in the 
room. “Own you were wrong. Own it, as all Naples 
shall own it, when once I have got him safe in his coffin ! ” 

His laughter grew more and more violent. I tried 
to quiet him in vain. His servant and the landlord of 
the inn entered the room; but they only added fuel to 
the fire, and I made them go out again. As I shut 
the door on them, I observed lying on a table near at 
hand the packet of letters from Miss Elmslie, which 
my unhappy friend preserved with such care, and read 
and re-read with such unfailing devotion. Looking 
towards me just when I passed by the table, the 
letters caught his eye. The new hope for the future, 
in connexion with the writer of them, which my news 
was already awakening in his heart, seemed to over- 
whelm him in an instant at sight of the treasured 
memorials that reminded him of his betrothed wife. 
His laughter ceased, his face changed, he ran to the 
table, caught the letters up in his hand, looked from 
them to me for one moment with an altered expression 
which went to my heart, then sank down on his knees 
at the table, laid his face on the letters, and burst into 
tears. I let the new emotion have its way uninter- 
ruptedly, and quitted the room without saying a word. 
When I returned, after a lapse of some little time, I 
found him sitting quietly in his chair, reading one of 
the letters from the packet which rested on his knee. 

His look was kindness itself; his gesture almost 
womanly in its gentleness as he rose to meet me, and 
anxiously held out his hand. 
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He was quite calm enough now to hear in detail 
all that I had to tell him. I suppressed nothing but 
the particulars of the state in which I had found the 
corpse. I assumed no right of direction as to the 
share he was to take in our future proceedings, with 
the exception of insisting beforehand that he should 
leave the absolute superintendence of the removal of 
the body to me, and that he should be satisfied with 
a sight of M. Foulon’s paper, after receiving my 
assurance that the remains placed in the coffin were 
really and truly the remains of which we had been in 
search. 

“Your nerves are not so strong as mine,” I said, 
by way of apology for my apparent dictation; “and 
for that reason I must beg leave to assume the leader- 
ship in all that we have now to do, until I see the 
leaden coffin soldered down and safe in your possession. 
After that, I shall resign all my functions to you.” 

“I want words to thank you for your kindness,” 
he answered. “No brother could have borne with me 
more affectionately, or helped me more patiently, than 
you.” 

He stopped, and grew thoughtful, then occupied 
himself in tying up slowly and carefully the packet of 
Miss Elmslie’s letters, and then looked suddenly towards 
the vacant wall behind me, with that strange expression 
the meaning of which I knew so well. Since we had 
left Naples, I had purposely avoided exciting him by 
talking on the useless and shocking subject of the ap- 
parition by which he believed himself to be perpetually 
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followed. Just now, however, he seemed so calm and 
collected — so little likely to he violently agitated by 
any allusion to the dangerous topic — that I ventured 
to speak out boldly. 

“Does the Phantom still appear to you,” I asked, 
“as it appeared at Naples?” 

He looked at me and smiled. 

“Did I not tell you that it followed me every- 
where?” His eyes wandered back again to the vacant 
space, and he went on speaking in that direction as if 
he had been continuing the conversation with some 
third person in the room. “We shall part,” he said 
slowly and softly, “when the empty place is filled in 
Wincot vault Then I shall stand with Ada before the 
altar in the Abbey chapel; and when my eyes meet 
hers, they will see the tortured face no more.” 

Saying this, he leaned his head on his hand, sighed, 
and began repeating softly to himself the lines of the 
old prophecy: — 

When in Wincot vault a place 
Waits for one of Monkton’s race ; 

When that one forlorn shall lie 
Oraveless under open sky, 

Beggared of six feet of earth, 

Though lord of acres from his birth — 

That shall be a certain sign 
Of the end of Monkton’s line. 

Dwindling ever faster, faster, 

Dwindling to the last left master; 

Prom mortal ken, from light of day, 

Monkton's race shall pass away. 

Fancying that he pronounced the last lines a little 
incoherently, I tried to make him change the subject 
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He took no notice of what I said, and went on talking 
to himself. 

“Monkton’s race shall pass away!” he repeated; 
“but not with me. The fatality hangs over my head no 
longer. I shall bury the unburied dead; I shall fill the 
vacant place in Wincot vault And then — then the 
new life, the life with Ada!” — That name seemed to 
recall him to himself. He drew his travelling desk 
towards him, placed the packet of letters in it, and 
then took out a sheet of paper. “I am going to write 
to Ada,” he said, turning to me, “and tell her the good 
news. Her happiness, when she knows it, will be even 
greater than mine.” 

Worn out by the events of the day, I left him wri- 
ting, and went to bed. I was, however, either too 
anxious or too tired to sleep. In this waking condi- 
tion, my mind naturally occupied itself with the disco- 
very at the convent, and with the events to which that 
discovery would in all probability lead. As I thought 
on the future, a depression for which I could not ac- 
count weighed on my spirits. There was not the 
slightest reason for the vaguely melancholy forebodings 
that oppressed me. The remains, to the finding of 
which my unhappy friend attached so much importance, 
had been traced; they would certainly be placed at his 
disposal in a few days ; he might take them to England 
by the first merchant vessel that sailed from Naples; 
and, the gratification of his strange caprice thus ac- 
complished, there was at least some reason to hope 
that his mind might recover its tone, and that the new 
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life he would lead at Wincot might result in making 
him a happy man. Such considerations as these were, 
in themselves, certainly not calculated to exert any me- 
lancholy influence over me; and yet, all through the 
night, the same inconceivable, unaccountable depression 
weighed heavily on my spirits — heavily through the 
hours of darkness — heavily, even when I walked out 
to breathe the first freshness of the early morning air. 

With the day came the all-engrossing business of 
opening negotiations with the authorities. 

Only those who have had to deal with Italian of- 
ficials can imagine how our patience was tried by every 
one with whom we came in contact. We were bandied 
about from one authority to the other, were stared at, 
cross-questioned, mystified — not in the least because 
the case presented any special difficulties or intricacies, 
but because it was absolutely necessary that every civil 
dignitary to whom we applied should assert his own 
importance by leading us to our object in the most 
round-about manner possible. After our first day’s ex- 
perience of official life in Italy, I left the absurd for- 
malities, which we had no choice but to perform, to be 
accomplished by Alfred alone, and applied myself to 
considering the really serious question of how the re- 
mains in the convent outhouse were to be safely re- 
moved. 

The best plan that suggested itself to me was to 
write to a friend at Rome, where I knew that it was a 
custom to embalm the bodies of high dignitaries of the 
church, and where, I consequently inferred, such 
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chemical assistance as was needed in our emergency 
might be obtained. I simply stated in my letter that 
the removal of the body was imperative, then described 
the condition in which I had found it, and engaged 
that no expense on our part should be spared if the 
right person or persons could be found to help us. 
Here again more difficulties interposed themselves, and 
more useless formalities were to be gone through, but, 
in the end, patience, perseverance, and money triumphed, 
and two men came expressly from Rome to undertake 
the duties we required of them. 

It is unnecessary that I should shock the reader by 
entering into any detail in this part of my narrative. 
When I have said the progress of decay was so far 
suspended by chemical means as to allow of the remains 
being placed in the coffin, and to ensure their being 
transported to England with perfect safety and con- 
venience, I have said enough. After ten days had been 
wasted in useless delays and difficulties, I had the satis- 
faction of seeing the convent outhouse empty at last; 
passed through a final ceremony of snuff-taking, or 
rather, of snuff-giving, with the old Capuchin, and 
ordered the travelling carriages to be ready at the inn 
door. Hardly a month had elapsed since our departure, 
when we entered Naples, successful in the achievement 
of a design which had been ridiculed as wildly imprac- 
ticable by every friend of ours who had heard of it. 

The first object to be accomplished on our return 
was to obtain the means of carrying the coffin to Eng- 
land — by sea, as a matter of course. All inquiries 
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after a merchant vessel on the point of sailing for any 
British port led to the most unsatisfactory results. 
There was only one way of ensuring the immediate 
transportation of the remains to England, and that was 
to hire a vessel. Impatient to return, and resolved not 
to lose sight of the coffin till he had seen it placed in 
Wincot vault, Monkton decided immediately on hiring 
the first ship that could he obtained. The vessel in 
port, which we were informed could soonest be got 
ready for sea, was a Sicilian brig; and this vessel my 
friend accordingly engaged. The best dockyard arti- 
sans that could be got were set to work, and the smart- . 
est captain and crew to be picked up on an emergency 
in Naples, were chosen to navigate the brig. 

Monkton, after again expressing in the warmest 
terms his gratitude for the services I had rendered 
him, disclaimed any intention of asking me to accom- 
pany him on the voyage to England. Greatly to his 
surprise and delight, however, I offered of my own ac- 
cord to take passage in the brig. The strange coin- 
cidences I had witnessed, the extraordinary discovery I 
had hit on, since our first meeting in Naples, had made 
his one great interest in life my one great interest for 
the time being, as well. I shared none of his delusions, 
poor fellow; but it is hardly an exaggeration to say 
that my eagerness to follow our remarkable adventure 
to its end was as great as his anxiety to see the coffin 
laid in Wincot vault. Curiosity influenced me, I am 
afraid, almost as strongly as friendship, when I offered 
myself as the companion of his voyage home. 
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We set sail for England on a calm and lovely 
afternoon. 

For the first time since I had known him, Monkton 
soemed to be in high spirits. He talked and jested on 
all sorts of subjects, and laughed at me for allowing 
my cheerfulness to be affected by the dread of sea- 
sickness. I had really no such fear; it was my excuse 
to my friend for a return of that unaccountable depres- 
sion under which I had suffered at Fondi. Everything 
was in our favour; everybody on board the brig was 
in good spirits. The captain was delighted with the 
vessel; the crew, Italians and Maltese, were in high 
glee at the prospect of making a short voyage on high 
wages in a well-provisioned ship. I alone felt heavy 
at heart. There was no valid reason that I could 
assign to myself for the melancholy that oppressed me, 
and yet I struggled against it in vain. 

Late on our first night at sea, I made a discovery 
which was by no means calculated to restore my spirits 
to their usual equilibrium. Monkton was in the cabin, 
on the floor of which had been placed the packing-case 
containing the coffin; and I was on deck. The wind 
had fallen almost to a calm, and I was lazily watching 
the sails of the brig as they flapped from time to time 
against the masts, when the captain approached, and, 
drawing ms out of hearing of the man at the helm, 
whispered in my ear — 

“There’s something wrong among the men forward. 
Did you observe how suddenly they all became silent 
just before sunset?” 
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I had observed it, and told him so. 

“There’s a Maltese boy on board,” pursued the 
captain, “who is a smart lad enough, but a bad one to 
deal with. I have found out that he has been telling 
the men there is a dead body inside that packing case 
of your. friend’s in the cabin.” 

My heart sank as he spoke. Knowing the super- 
stitious irrationality of sailors — of foreign sailors 
especially — I had taken care to spread a report on 
board the brig, before the coffin was shipped, that the 
packing-case contained a valuable marble statue which 
Mr. Monkton prized highly, and was unwilling to trust 
out of his own sight. How could this Maltese boy 
have discovered that the pretended statue was a human 
corpse? As I pondered over the question, my suspicions 
fixed themselves on Monkton’s servant, who spoke Ita- 
lian fluently, and whom I knew to be an incorrigible 
gossip. The man denied it when I charged him with 
betraying us, but I have never believed his denial to 
this day. 

“The little imp won’t say where he picked up this 
notion of his about the dead body,” continued the 
captain. “It’s not my place to pry into secrets; but I 
advise you to call the crew aft, and contradict the boy, 
whether he speaks the truth or not. The men are a 
parcel of fools who believe in ghosts, and all the rest 
of it. Some of them say they would never have signed 
our articles if they had known they were going to sail 
with a dead man; others only grumble; but I’m afraid 
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we shall have some trouble with them all, in case of 
rough weather, mil ess the boy is contradicted by you 
or the other gentleman. The men say that if either 
you or your friend tell them on your words of honour 
that the Maltese is a liar, they will hand him up to be 
rope’s-ended accordingly; but that if you won’t, they 
have made up their minds to believe the boy.” 

Here the captain paused, and awaited my answer. 
I could give him none. I felt hopeless under our 
desperate emergency. To get the boy punished by 
giving my word of honour to support a direct false- 
hood, was not to be thought of even for a moment. 
What other means of extrication from this miserable 
dilemma remained? None that I could think o£ I 
thanked the captain for his attention to our interests, 
told him I would take time to consider what course I 
should pursue, and begged that he would say nothing 
to my friend about the discovery he had made. He 
promised to be silent, sulkily enough, and walked away 
from me. 

We had expected the breeze to spring up with the 
morning, but no breeze came. As it wore on towards 
noon, the atmosphere became insufferably sultry, and 
the sea looked as smooth as glass. I saw the captain's 
eye turn often and anxiously to windward. Far away 
in that direction, and alone in the blue heaven, I 
observed a little black cloud, and asked if it would 
bring us any wind. 

“More than we want,” the captain replied, shortly \ 
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and then, to my astonishment, ordered the crew aloft 
to take in sail. The execution of this manoeuvre 
showed but too plainly the temper of the men; they 
did their work sulkily and slowly, grumbling and 
murmuring among themselves. The captain’s manner, 
as he urged them on with oaths and threats, convinced 
me we were in danger. I looked again to windward. 
The one little cloud had enlarged to a great bank of 
murky vapour, and the sea at the horizon had changed 
in colour. 

“The squall will be on us before we know where 
we are,” said the captain. “Go below; you will be 
only in the way here.” 

I descended to the cabin, and prepared Monkton 
for what was coming. He was still questioning me 
about what I had observed on deck, when the storm 
burst on us. We felt the little brig strain for an instant 
as if she would part in two, then she seemed to be 
swinging round with us, then to be quite still for a 
moment, trembling in every timber. Last, came a 
shock which hurled us from our seats, a deafening 
crash, and a flood of water pouring into the cabin. 
We clambered, half-drowned, to the deck. The brig 
had, in the nautical phrase, “broached to,” and she 
now lay on her beam ends. 

Before I could make out anything distinctly in the 
horrible confusion, except the one tremendous certainty 
that we were entirely at the mercy of the sea, I heard 
a voice from the fore part of the ship which stilled the 
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clamouring and shouting of the rest of the crew in an 
instant. The words were in Italian, but I understood 
their fatal meaning only too easily. We had sprung a 
leak, and the sea was pouring into the ship’s hold like 
the race of a mill-stream. The captain did not lose his 
presence of mind in this fresh emergency. He called 
for his axe to cut away the foremast, and ordering 
some of the crew to help him, directed the others to 
rig out the pumps. 

The words had hardly passed his lips, before the 
men broke into open mutiny. With a savage look at 
me, their ringleader declared that the passengers might 
do as they pleased, but that he and his messmates were 
determined to take to the boat, and leave the accursed 
ship, and the dead man in her , to go to the bottom 
together. As he spoke there was a shout among the 
sailors, and I observed some of them pointing derisively 
behind me. Looking round, I saw Monkton, who had 
hitherto kept close at my side, making his way back 
to the cabin. I followed him directly, but the water 
and confusion on deck, and the impossibility, from the 
position of the brig, of moving the feet without the 
slow assistance of the hands, so impeded my progress 
that it was impossible for me to overtake him. When 
I had got below, he was crouched upon the coffin, with 
the water on the cabin floor whirling and splashing 
about him, as the ship heaved and plunged. I saw a 
warning brightness in his eyes, a warning flush on his 
cheek, as I approached and said to him: — 
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“There is nothing left for it, Alfred, but to bow to 
our misfortune, and do the best we can to save our 
lives.” 

“Save yours,” he cried, waving his hand to me, 
“ for you have a future before you. Mine is gone when 
this coffin goes to the bottom. If the ship sinks, I 
shall know that the fatality is accomplished, and shall 
sink with her.” 

I saw that he was in no state to be reasoned with 
or persuaded, and raised myself again to the deck. 
The men were cutting away all obstacles, so as to 
launch the long boat, placed amidships, over the de- 
pressed bulwark of the brig, as she lay on her side; 
and the captain, after having made a last vain exertion 
to restore his authority, was looking on at them in 
silence. The violence of the squall seemed already to 
be spending itself, and I asked whether there was 
really no chance for us if we remained by the ship. 
The captain answered that there might have been the 
best chance if the men had obeyed his orders, but that 
now there was none. Knowing that I could place no 
dependence on the presence of mind of Monkton’s ser- 
vant, I confided to the captain, in the fewest and 
plainest words, the condition of my unhappy friend, 
and asked if I might depend on his help. He nodded 
his head, and we descended together to the cabin. 
Even at this day it costs me pain to write of the ter- 
rible necessity to which the strength and obstinacy of 
Monkton’s delusion reduced us, in the last resort We 
.4 Plot in Private Life, etc. 12 
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were compelled to secure his hands, and drag him by 
main force to the deck. The men were on the point 
of launching the boat, and refused at first to receive 
us into it. 

•“You cowards!” cried the captain, “have we got 
the dead man with us this time? Isn’t he going to the 
' bottom along with the brig? Who are you afraid of 
when we get into the boat?” 

This sort of appeal produced the desired effect; 
the men became ashamed of themselves, and retracted 
their refusal. 

Just as we pushed off from the sinking ship Alfred 
made an effort to break from me, but I held him firm, 
and he never repeated the attempt. He sat by me, 
with drooping head, still and silent, while the sailors 
rowed away from the vessel: still and silent when, 
with one accord, they paused at a little distance off, 
and we all waited and watched to see the brig sink: 
still and silent, even when that sinking happened, when 
the labouring hull plunged slowly into a hollow of the 
sea — hesitated, as it seemed, for one moment — rose 
a little again — then sank to rise no more. 

Sank with her dead freight: sank, and snatched 
for ever from our power the corpse which we had dis- 
covered almost by a miracle — those jealously- 
preserved remains on the safe-keeping of which rested 
so strangely the hopes and the love-destinies of two 
living beings! As the last signs of tho ship disap- 
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peared in the depths of the waters, I felt Monkton 
trembling all over as he sat close at my side, and heard 
him repeating to himself, sadly, and many times over, 
the name of “Ada." 

1 tried to turn hie thoughts to another subject, hut 
it was useless. He pointed' over the sea to where the 
brig had once been, and where nothing was left to 
look at but the rolling waves. 

“The empty place will now remain empty for ever 
in Wincot vault” 

As he said those words, he fixed his eyes for a mo- 
ment sadly and earnestly on my face, then looked 
away, leant his cheek upon his hand, and spoke no 
more. 

We were sighted long before nightfall by a trading- 
vessel, were taken on board, and landed at Cartagena 
in Spain. Alfred never held up his head, and never 
once spoke to me of his own accord, the whole time 
we were at sea in the merchantman. I observed, how- 
ever, with alarm, that he talked often and incoherently 
to himself — constantly muttering the lines of the old 
prophecy — constantly referring to the fatal place 
that was empty in Wincot vault — constantly repeating 
in broken accents, which it affected me inexpressibly 
to hear, the name of the poor girl who was awaiting 
his return to England. Nor were these the only 
causes for the apprehension that I now felt on his 
account. Towards the end of our voyage he began to 
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suffer from alternations of fever fits and shivering fits, 
which I ignorantly imagined to be attacks of ague. I 
was soon undeceived. We had hardly been a day on 
shore before he became so much worse that I secured 
the best medical assistance Cartagena could afford. 
For a day or two the doctors differed, as usual, about 
the nature of his complaint, but ere long alarming 
symptoms displayed themselves. The medical men 
declared that his life was in danger, and told me that 
his disease was brain fever. 

Shocked and grieved as I was, I hardly knew how 
to act at first under the fresh responsibility now laid 
upon me. Ultimately I decided on writing to the old 
priest who had been Alfred’s tutor, and who, as I 
knew, still resided at Wincot Abbey. I told this 
gentleman all that had happened, begged him to break 
my melancholy news as gently as possible to Miss 
Elmslie, and assured him of my resolution to remain 
with Monkton to the last 

After I had despatched my letter, and had sent to 
Gibraltar to secure the best English medical advice 
that could be obtained, I felt that I had done my best, 
and that nothing remained but to wait and hope. 

Many a sad and anxious hour did I pass by my 
poor friend’s bedside. Many a time did I doubt 
whether I had done right in giving any encourage- 
ment to his delusion. The reasons for doing so which 
had suggested themselves to me, after my first inter- 
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view with him, seemed, however, on reflection, to be 
valid reasons still. The only way of hastening his 
returning to England and to Miss Elmslie, who was 
pining for that return, was the way I had taken. It 
was not my fault that a disaster which no man could 
foresee had overthrown all his projects and all mine. 
But now that the calamity had happened and was irre- 
trievable, how, in the event of his physical recovery, 
was his moral malady to be combated? 

When I reflected on the hereditary taint in his 
mental organisation, on that first childish fright of 
Stephen Monkton from which he had never recovered, 
on the perilously secluded life that he had led at the 
Ibbey, and on his firm persuasion of the reality of 
ihe apparition by which he believed himself to be con- 
stantly followed, I confess I despaired of shaking his 
superstitious faith in every word and line of the old 
family prophecy. If the series of striking coincidences 
which appeared to attest its truth had made a strong 
and lasting impression on me (and this was assuredly 
the case), how could I wonder that they had produced 
the effect of absolute conviction on his mind, con- 
stituted as it was? If I argued with him, and he 
answered me, how could I rejoin? If he said, “The 
prophecy points at the last of the family: / am the 
last of the family. The prophecy mentions an empty 
place in Wincot vault: there is such an empty place 
there at this moment. On the faith of the prophecy I 
told you that Stephen Monkton’s body was unburied, 
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and you found that it was unturned,” — if he said 
this, what use would it he for me to reply, “These 
are only strange coincidences, after all?” 

The more I thought of the task that lay before me, 
if he recovered, the more I felt inclined to despond. 
The oftener the English physician who attended on 
him said to me, “He may get the better of the fever, 
but he has a fixed idea, which never leaves him night 
or day, which has unsettled his reason, and which will 
end in killing him, unless you or some of his friends 
can remove it,” — the oftener I heard this, the more 
acutely I felt my own powerlessness, the more I shrank 
from every idea that was connected with the hopeless 
future. 

I had only expected to receive my answer from 
Winoot in the shape of a letter. It was consequently 
a great surprise, as well as a great relief, to be in- 
formed one day that two gentlemen wished to speak 
with me, and to find that of these two gentlemen the 
first was the old priest, and the second a male relative 
of Mrs. Eimslie. 

Just before their arrival the fever-symptoms had 
disappeared, and Alfred had been pronounced out of 
danger. Both the priest and his companion were eager 
to know when the sufferer would be strong enough to 
travel. They had come to Cartagena expressly to take 
him home with them, and felt far more hopeful than I 
did of the restorative effects of his native air. Aftei 
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all the questions connected with the first important 
point of the journey to England had been asked and 
answered , I ventured to make some inquiries after 
Miss Elmslie. Her relative informed me that she was 
suffering both in body and in mind from excess of 
anxiety on Alfred’s account They had been obliged 
to deceive her as to the dangerous nature of his illness, 
in order to deter her from accompanying the priest and 
her relation on their mission to Spain. 

Slowly and imperfectly as the weeks wore on, Al- 
fred regained something of his former physical strength, 
but no alteration appeared in his illness as it affected 
his mind. 

From the very first day of his advance towards re- 
covery, it had been discovered that the brain fever had 
exercised the strangest influence over his faculties of me- 
mory. All recollection of recent events was gone from 
him. Everything connected with Naples, with me, 
with his journey to Italy, had dropped in some mys- 
terious manner entirely out of his remembrance. So 
completely had all late circumstances passed from his 
memory that, though he recognised the old priest and 
his own servant easily on the first days of his con- 
valescence, he never recognised me, but regarded me 
with such a wistful, doubting expression, that I felt 
inexpressibly pained when I approached his bedside. 
All his questions were about Miss Elmslie and Wincot 
Abbey; and all his talk referred to the period when 
his father was yet alive. 
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The doctors augured good rather than ill from this 
loss of memory of recent incidents , saying that it 
would turn out to be temporary, and that it answered 
the first great healing purpose of keeping his mind at 
ease. I tried to believe them — tried to feel as san- 
guine, when the day came for his departure, as the 
old friends felt who were taking him home. But the 
effort was too much for me. A foreboding that I should 
never see him again oppressed my heart, and the tears 
came into my eyes as I saw the worn figure of my poor 
friend half helped, half lifted into the travelling car- 
riage, and borne away gently on the road towards 
home. 

He had never recognised me, and the doctors had 
begged that I would give him, for some time to come, 
as few opportunities as possible of doing so. But for 
this request I should have accompanied him to Eng- 
land. As it was, nothing better remained for me to 
do than to change the scene, and recruit as I best 
could my energies of body and mind, depressed of late 
by much watching and anxiety. The famous cities of 
Spain were not new to me, but I visited them again, 
and revived old impressions of the Alhambra and 
Madrid. Once or twice I thought of making a pilgrim- 
age to the East, but late events had sobered and 
altered me. That yearning, unsatisfied feeling which 
we call “home-sickness,” began to prey upon my heart, 
and I resolved to return to England. 

I went back by way of Paris, having settled with 
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the priest that he should write to me at my banker's 
there, as soon as he could after Alfred had returned to 
Wineot If I had gone to the East, the letter would 
have been forwarded to me. I wrote to prevent this; 
and, on my arrival at Paris, stopped at the banker’s 
before I went to my hotel. 

The moment the letter was put into my hands, the 
black border on the envelope told me the worst. He 
was dead. 

There was but one consolation — he had died 
calmly, almost happily, without once referring to those 
fatal chances which had wrought the fulfilment of the 
ancient prophecy. “My beloved pupil,” the old priest 
wrote, “seemed to rally a little the first few days 
after his return, but he gained no real strength, and 
soon suffered a slight relapse of fever. After this he 
sank gradually and gently day by day, and so de- 
parted from us on the last dread journey. Miss 
Elmslie (who know T s that I am writing this) desires 
me to express her deep and lasting gratitude for all 
your kindness to Alfred. She told me w T hen we 
brought him back, that she had waited for him as his 
promised wife, and that she would nurse him now as 
a wife should; and she never left him. His face 
was turned towards her, his hand was clasped in hers 
when he died. It will console you to know that he 
never mentioned events at Naples, or the shipwreck 
that followed them, from the day of his return to the 
day of his death.” 
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Three days after reading the letter I was at 
Wincot, and heard all the details of Alfred’s last mo- 
ments from the priest I felt a shock which it would 
not be very easy for me to analyse or explain, when 
I heard that he had been buried, at his own desire, 
in the fatal Abbey vault 

The priest took me down to see the place — a 
grim, cold subterranean building, with a low roof, 
supported on heavy Saxon arches. Narrow niches, 
with the ends only of coffins visible within them, ran 
down each side of the vault The nails and silver 
ornaments flashed here and there as my companion 
moved past them with a lamp in his hand. At the 
lower end of the place he stopped, pointed to a niche, 
and said: — “He lies there, between his father and 
mother.” I looked a little further on, and saw what 
appeared at first like a long dark tunnel. “That is 
only an empty niche,” said the priest, following me. 
“If the body of Mr. Stephen Monkton had been 
brought to Wincot, his coffin would have been placed 
there.” 

A chill came over me, and a sense of dread which 
I am ashamed of having felt now, but which I could 
not combat then. The blessed light of day was 
pouring down gaily at the other end of the vault 
through the open door. I turned my back on the 
empty niche, and hurried into the sunlight and the 
fresh air. 


Digitized by Google 



MAD MONXTON. 


187 


As I walked across the grass glade leading down 
to the vault, I heard the rustle of a woman’s dress 
behind me, and, turning round, saw a young lady 
advancing, clad in deep mourning. Her sweet sad 
face, her manner as she held out her hand, told me 
who it was in an instant 

“I heard that you were here,” she said, “and I 
wished” — her voice faltered a little. My heart 
ached as I saw how her lip trembled, but before I 
could say anything, she recovered herself, and went 
on — “I wished to take your hand, and thank you 
for your brotherly kindness to Alfred; and I wanted 
to tell you that I am sure, in all you did, you acted 
tenderly and considerately for the best. Perhaps you 
may be soon going away from home again, and we 
may not meet any more. I shall never, never forget 
that you were kind to him when he wanted a friend, 
and that you have the greatest claim of any one on 
earth to be gratefully remembered in my thoughts as 
long as I live.” 

The inexpressible tenderness of her voice, trembling 
a little all the while she spoke, the pale beauty of her 
face, the artless candour in her sad, quiet eyes, so 
affected me that I could not trust myself to answer 
her at first, except by gesture. Before I recovered 
my voice, she had given me her hand once more and 
had left me. 

I never saw her again. The chances and changes 
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of life kept us apart. When I last heard of her, 
years and years ago, she was faithful to the memory 
of the dead, and was Ada Elmslie still for Alfred 
Monkton’s sake. 


END OF MAD MONKTON. 
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To begin at the beginning, I must take you back 
to the time after my mother’s death, when my only 
brother had gone to sea, when my sister was out at 
service, and when I lived alone with my father, in the 
midst of a moor in the West of England. 

The moor was covered with great limestone rocks, 
and intersected here and there by streamlets. The 
nearest habitation to ours was situated about a mile 
and a half off, where a strip of the fertile land 
stretched out into the waste, like a tongue. Here the 
out-buildings of the great Moor Farm, then in the 
possession of my husband’s father, began. The Farm- 
lands stretched down gently into a beautiful rich 
valley, lying nicely sheltered by the high platform of 
the moor. When the ground began to rise again, 
miles and miles away, it led up to a country-house, 
called Holme Manor, belonging to a gentleman named 
Knifton. Mr. Knifton had lately married a young 
lady whom my mother had nursed, and whose kind- 
ness and friendship for me, her foster-sister, I shall 
remember gratefully to the last day of my life. These, 
and other slight particulars, it is necessary to my 
story that I should tell you; and it is also necessary 
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that you should he especially careful to bear them 
well in mind. 

My father was by trade a stone-mason. His 
cottage stood a mile and a half from the nearest 
habitation. In all other directions we were four or 
five times that distance from neighbours. Being very 
poor people, this lonely situation had one great attrac- 
tion for us — we lived rent free on it In addition 
to that advantage, the stones, by shaping which my 
father gained his livelihood, lay all about him at his 
very door; so that he thought his position, solitary as 
it was, quite an enviable one. I can hardly say that 
I agreed with him, though I never complained. I was 
very fond of my father, and managed to make the 
best of my loneliness with the thought of being useful 
to him. Mrs. Knifton wished to take me into her 
service when she married, but I declined, unwillingly 
enough, for my father’s sake. If I had gone away, 
he would have had nobody to live with him; and my 
mother made me promise on her death-bed, that he 
should never he left to pine away alone in the midst 
of the bleak moor. Our cottage, small as it was, was 
stoutly and snugly built, with stone from the moor as 
a matter of course. The walls were lined inside and 
fenced outside with wood, the gift of Mr. Knifton’s 
father to my father. This double covering of cracks 
and crevices, which would have been superfluous in a 
sheltered position, was absolutely necessary, in our 
exposed situation, to keep out the cold winds which, 
excepting just the summer months , swept over us con- 
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ti nu ally, all the year round. The outside boards, 
covering our roughly-built stone walls, my father pro- 
tected against the wet with pitch and tar. This gave 
to our little abode a curiously dark, dingy look, espe- 
cially when it was seen from a distance; and so it had 
come to be called in the neighbourhood, even before 
I was born, the Black Cottage. 

I have now related the preliminary particulars 
which it is desirable that you should know, and may 
proceed at once to the pleasanter task of telling you 
my story. 

One cloudy autumn day, when I was rather more 
than eighteen years old, a herdsman walked over from 
Moor Farm with a letter which had been left there for 
my father. It came from a builder, living at our 
county town, half a day’s journey off, and it invited 
my father to come to him and give his judgment about 
an estimate for some stone-work on a very large scale. 
My father’s expenses for loss of time were to be paid, 
and he was to have his share of employment after- 
ward, in preparing the stone. He was only too glad, 
therefore, to obey the directions which the letter con- 
tained, and to prepare at once for his long walk to 
the county town. 

Considering the time at which he received the 
letter, and the necessity of resting before he attempted 
to return, it was impossible for him to avoid being 
away from home for one night at least. He proposed 
to me, in case I disliked being left alone in the Black 
Cottage, to lock the door and to take me to Moor 
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Farm to sleep with any one of the milkmaids who 
would give me a share of her bed. I by no means 
liked the notion of sleeping with a girl whom I did 
not know, and I saw no reason to feel afraid of being 
left alone for only one night; so I declined. No 
thieves had ever come near us; our poverty was suf- 
ficient protection against them; and of other dangers 
there were none that even the most timid person could 
apprehend. Accordingly, I got my father’s dinner, 
laughing at the notion of nay taking refuge under the 
protection of a milkmaid at Moor Farm. He started 
for his walk as soon as he had done, saying he should 
try and be back by dinner-time the next day, and 
leaving me and my cat Polly to take care of the 
house. 

I had cleared the table and brightened up the fire, 
and had sat down to my work, with the cat dozing at 
my feet, when I heard the trampling of horses; and, 
running to the door, saw Mr. and Mrs. Knifton, with 
their groom behind them, riding up to the Black 
Cottage. It was part of the young lady’s kindness 
never to neglect an opportunity of coming to pay me 
a friendly visit; and her husband was generally willing 
to accompany her for his wife’s sake. I made my best 
curtsey, therefore, with a great deal of pleasure, but 
with no particular surprise at seeing them. They dis- 
mounted and entered the cottage, laughing and talking 
in great spirits. I soon heard that they were riding 
to the same county town for which my father was 
bound; and that they intended to stay with some 
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friends there for a few days, and to return home on 
horseback, as they went out 

I heard thifc, and I also discovered that they had 
been having an argument, in jest, about money mat- 
ters, as they rode along to our cottage. Mrs. Knifton 
had accused her husband of inveterate extravagance, 
and of never being able to go out with money in his 
pocket without spending it all, if he possibly could, 
before he got home again. Mr. Knifton had laughingly 
defended himself by declaring that all his pocket- 
money went in presents for his wife, and that, if he 
spent it lavishly, it was under her sole influence and 
superintendence. 

“We are going to Cliverton now,” he said to Mrs. 
Knifton, naming the county town, and warming him- 
self at our poor fire just as pleasantly as if he had 
been standing on his own grand hearth. “You will 
stop to admire every pretty thing in every one of the 
Cliverton shop-windows; I shall hand you the purse, 
and you will go in and buy. When we have reached 
home again , and you have had time to get tired of 
your purchases, you will clasp your hands in amaze- 
ment and declare that you are quite shocked at my 
habits of inveterate extravagance. I am only the 
banker who keeps the money — you, my love, are the 
spendthrift who throws it all away!” 

“Am I, sir?” said Mrs. Knifton , with a look of 
mock indignation. “We will see if I am to be misre- 
presented in this way with impunity. Bessie, my dear,” 
(turning to me), “you shall judge how far I deserve 
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the character which that unscrupulous man has just 
given to me. I am the spendthrift, am 1? And you 
are only the banker? Very welL Banker! give me my 
money at once, if you please.” 

Mr. Knifton laughed, and took some gold and 
silver from his waistcoat pocket. 

“No, no,” said Mrs. Knifton. “You may want 
what you have got there for necessary expenses. Is 
that all the money you have about you? What do I 
feel here?” and she tapped her husband on the chest, 
just over the breast-pocket of his coat. 

Mr. Knifton laughed again, and produced his 
pocket-book. His wife snatched it out of his hand, 
opened it, and drew out some bank-notes, put them 
back again immediately, and closing the pocket-book, 
stepped across the room to my poor mother’s little 
walnut-wood book-case the only bit of valuable 
furniture we had in the house. 

“What are you going to do there?” asked Mr. 
Knifton, following his wife. 

Mrs. Knifton opened the glass door of the book- 
case, put the pocket-book in a vacant place on one of 
the lower shelves, closed and locked the door again, 
and gave me the key. 

“You called me a spendthrift just now,” she said. 
“There is my answer. Not one farthing of that money 
shall you spend at Cliverton on me. Keep the key in 
your pocket, Bessie, and, whatever Mr. Knifton may 
say, on no account let him have it until we call again 
on our way back. No, Sir, I won’t trust you with 
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that money in your pocket in the town of Cliverton. 
I will make sure of your taking it all home again, by 
leaving it here in more trustworthy hands than yours, 
until we ride back. Bessie, my dear, what do you say 
to that, as a lesson in economy inflicted on a prudent 
husband by a spendthrift wife?” 

• She took Mr. Knifton’s arm while she spoke, and 
drew him away to the door. He protested, and made 
some resistance, but she easily carried her point, for 
he was far too fond of her to have a will of his own 
in any trifling matter between them. Whatever the 
men might say, Mr. Knifton was a model husband in 
the estimation of all the women who knew him. 

“You will see us as we come back, Bessie. Till 
then, you are our banker, and the pocket-book is 
yours,” cried Mrs. Knifton, gaily, at the door. Her 
husband lifted her into the saddle, mounted himself, 
and away they both galloped over the moor, as wild 
and happy as a couple of children. 

Although my being trusted with money by Mrs. 
Knifton was no novelty (in her maiden days she al- 
ways employed me to pay her dress-maker’s bills), I 
did not feel quite easy at having a pocket-book full of 
bank notes left by her in my charge. I had no posi- 
tive apprehensions about the safety of the deposit 
placed in my hands; but it was one of the odd points 
in my character then (and I think it is still), to feel an 
unreasonably strong objection to charging myself with 
money responsibilities of any kind, even to suit the 
convenience of my dearest friends. As soon as I was 
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left alone, the veiy sight of the pocket-book behind 
the glass-door of the book-case began to worry me; 
and instead of returning to my work, I puzzled my 
brains about finding a place to lock it up in, where it 
would not be exposed to the view of any chance 
passers-by, who might stray into the Black Cottage. 

This was not an easy matter to compass in a poor 
house like ours, where we had nothing valuable to put 
under lock and key. After running over various 
hiding-places in my mind, I thought of my tea-caddy, 
a present from Mrs. Knifton, which I always kept out 
of harm’s way in my own bedroom. Most unluckily — 
as it afterwards turned out — instead of taking the 
pocket book to the tea-caddy, I went into my room 
first to take the tea-caddy to the pocket-book. I only 
acted in this roundabout way from sheer thoughtless- 
ness, and severely enough I was punished for it, as 
you will acknowledge yourself when you have read a 
page or two more of my story. 

I was just getting the unlucky tea-caddy out of my 
cupboard, when I heard footsteps in the passage, and 
running out immediately, saw two men walk into the 
kitchen — the room in which I had received Mr. and 
Mrs. Knifton. I inquired what they wanted, sharply 
enough, and one of them answered immediately that 
they wanted my father. He turned towards me, of 
course, as he spoke, and I recognised him as a stone- 
mason, going among his comrades by the name of 
Shifty Dick. He bore a very bad character for every- 
thing but wrestling — a sport for which the working 
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tnen of our parts were famous all through the county. 
Shifty Dick was champion, and he had got his name 
from some tricks in wrestling, for which he was cele- 
brated. He was a tall, heavy man, with a lowering, 
scarred face, and huge hairy hands — the last visitor 
in the whole world that I should have been glad to 
see under any circumstances. His companion was a 
stranger, whom he adressed by the name of Jerry — 
a quick, dapper, wicked-looking man, who took off his 
cap to me with mock politeness, and showed, in so 
doing, a very bald head with some very ugly-looking 
knobs on it. I distrusted him worse than I did Shifty 
Dick, and managed to get between his leering eyes and 
the bookcase, as I told the two that my father was 
gone out, and that I did not expect him back till the 
next day. 

The words were hardly out of my mouth before I 
repented that my anxiety to get rid of my unwelcome 
visitors had made me incautious enough to acknowledge 
that my father would be away from home for the 
whole night. 

Shifty Dick and his companion looked at each 
other when I unwisely let out the truth, but made no 
remark, except to ask me if I would give them a drop 
of cider. I answered, sharply, that I had no cider in 
the house — having no fear of the consequences of 
refusing them drink, because I knew that plenty of 
men were at work within hail, in a neighbouring 
quarry. The two looked at each other again, when I 
denied having any cider to give them; and Jerry (as 
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I am obliged to call him, knowing no other name by 
which to distinguish the fellow) took off his cap to me 
once more, and, with a kind of blackguard gentility 
upon him, said they would have the pleasure of calling 
the next day, when my father was at home. I said 
good afternoon as ungraciously as possible; and, to 
my great relief, they both left the cottage immediately 
afterwards. ' ». 

As soon as they were well away, I watched them 
from the door. They trudged off in the direction of 
Moor Farm; and, as it was beginning to get dusk, I 
soon lost sight of them. 

Half an hour afterwards I looked out again. 

The wind had lulled with the sunset, but the mist 
was rising, and a heavy rain was beginning to fall. 
Never did the lonely prospect of the moor look so 
dreary as it looked to my eyes that evening. Never 
did I regret any slight thing more sincerely than I 
then regretted the leaving of Mr. Knifiton’s pocket-book 
in my charge. I cannot say that I suffered under any 
actual alarm, for I felt next to certain that neither 
Shifty Dick nor Jerry had got a chance of setting eyes 
on so small a thing as the pocket-book, while they 
were in the kitchen; but there was a kind of vague 
distrust troubling me — a suspicion of the night — a 
dislike at being left by myself, which I never remem- 
ber having experienced before. This feeling so in- 
creased, after I had closed the door and gone back to 
the kitchen, that, when I heard the voices of the 
quarrymen , as they passed our cottage on their way 
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home to the village in the valley below Moor Farm, I 
stepped out into the passage with a momentary notion 
of telling them how I was situated, and asking them 
for advice and protection. . 

I had hardly formed this idea, however, before I 
dismissed it. None of the quarrymen were intimate 
friends of mine. I had a nodding acquaintance with 
them, and believed them to be honest men, as times 
went. But my own common sense told me that what 
little knowledge of their characters I had, was by no 
means sufficient to warrant me in admitting them into 
my confidence in the matter of the pocket-book. I had 
seen enough of poverty and poor men to know what a 
terrible temptation a large sum of money is to those 
whose whole lives are passed in scraping up sixpences 
by weary hard work. It is one thing to write fine 
sentiments in books about incorruptible honesty, and 
another thing to put those sentiments in practice, when 
one day’s work is all that a man has to set up in the 
way of an obstacle between starvation and hii own 
fireside. 

The only resource that remained was to carry the 
pocket-book with me to Moor Farm, and ask permis- 
sion to pass the night there. But I could not persuade 
myself that there was any real necessity for taking 
such a course as this; and, if the truth must be told, 
my pride revolted at the idea of presenting myself in 
the character of a coward before the people at the 
farm. Timidity is thought rather a graceful attraction 
among ladies i but among poor women it is something 
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to be laughed at. A woman with less spirit of her 
own than I had, and always shall have, would have 
considered twice in my situation before she made up 
her mind to encounter the jokes of ploughmen and the 
jeers of milkmaids. As for me, I hardly considered 
about going to the farm before I despised myself for 
entertaining any such notion. “No, no,” thought I, 
“I am not the woman to walk a mile and a half 
through rain, and mist, and darkness, to tell a whole 
kitchenful of people that I am afraid. Come what may, 
here I stop till father gets back.” 

Having arrived at that valiant resolution, the first 
thing I did was to lock and bolt the back and front 
doors, and see to the security of every shutter in the 
house. 

That duty performed, I made a blazing fire, 
lighted my candle, and sat down to tea, as snug and 
comfortable as possible. I could hardly believe now, 
with the light in the room, and the sense of security 
inspired by the closed doors and shutters, that I had 
ever felt even the slightest apprehension earlier in the 
day. I sang as I washed up the tea-things; and even 
the cat seemed to catch the infection of my good 
spirits. I never knew the pretty creature so playful 
as she was that evening. 

The tea-things put by, I took up my knitting, and 
worked away at it so long that I began at last to get 
drowsy. The fire was so bright and comforting that I 
could not muster resolution enough to leave it and go 
to bed. I sat staring lazily into the blaze, with my 
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knitting on my lap — sat till the splashing of the rain 
outside, and the fitful, sullen sobbing of the wind, grew 
fainter and fainter on my ear. The last sounds I 
heard before I fairly dozed off to sleep were the cheer- 
ful crackling of the fire and the steady purring of the 
cat, as she basked luxuriously in the warm light on 
the hearth. Those were the last sounds before I fell 
asleep. The sound that woke me was one loud bang 
at the front door. 

I started up, with my heart (as the saying is) in 
my mouth, with a frightful momentary shuddering at 
the roots of my hair — I started up breathless, cold, 
and motionless; waiting in the silence, I hardly knew 
for what; doubtful, at first, whether I had dreamed 
about the bang at the door, or whether the blow had 
really been struck on it 

In a minute, or less, there came a second 
bang, louder than the first. I ran out into the 
passage. 

“Who’s there?” 

“Let us in,” answered a voice, which 1 recognized 
immediately as the voice of Shifty Dick. 

“Wait a bit, my dear, and let me explain,” said a 
second voice, in the low, oily, jeering tones of Dick’s 
companion — the wickedly clever little man whom he 
called Jerry. “You are alone in the house, my pretty 
little dear. You may crack your sweet voice with 
screeching, and there’s nobody near to hear you. Listen 
to reason, my love, and let us in. We don’t want 
cider this time — we only want a very neat-looking 
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pocket-book which you happen to have, and your late 
excellent mother’s four silver tea spoons, which you 
keep so nice and clean on the chimney-piece. If you 
let us in, we won’t hurt a hair of your head, my 
cherub, and we promise to go away the moment we 
have got what we want, unless you particularly wish 
us to stop to tea. If you keep us out, we shall be 
obliged to break into the house, and then — ” 

“And then,” burst in Shifty Dick, “we’ll mash 
you!” 

“Yes,” said Jerry, “we’ll mash you, my beauty. 
But you won’t drive us to doing that, will you? You 
will let us in?” 

This long parley gave me time to recover from the 
effect which the first bang at the door had produced 
on my nerves. The threats of the two villains would 
have terrified some women out of their senses; but the 
only result they produced on me was violent indigna- 
tion. I had, thank God, a strong spirit of my own; 
and the cool, contemptuous insolence of the man Jerry 
effectually roused it 

“You cowardly villians!” I screamed at them 
through the door. “You think you can frighten me 
because I am only a poor girl left alone in the house. 
You ragamuffin thieves, I defy you both! Our bolts 
are strong, our shutters are thick. I am here to keep 
my father’s house safe; and keep it I will against an 
army of you!” 

You may imagine what a passion I was in when I 
vapoured and blustered in that way. I heard Jerry 
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laugh, and Shifty Dick swear a whole mouthful of 
oaths. Then there was a dead silence for a minute 
or two; and then the two ruffians attacked the 
door. 

I rushed into the kitchen and seized the poker, 
and then heaped wood on the tire, and lighted all the 
candles I could find; for I felt as though I could keep 
up my courage better if I had plenty of light. Strange 
and improbable as it may appear, the next thing that 
attracted my attention was my poor pussy, crouched 
up, panic-stricken, in a comer. 1 was so fond of the 
little creature that I took her up in my arms and car- 
ried her into my bedroom, and put her inside my bed. 
A comical thing to do in a situation of deadly peril, 
was it not? But it seemed quite natural and proper 
at the timo. 

All this while the blows were falling faster and 
faster on the door. They were dealt, as I conjectured, 
with heavy stones picked up from the ground outside. 
Jerry sang at his wicked work, and Shifty Dick swore. 
As I left the bedroom, after putting the cat under 
cover, I heard the lower panel of the door begin to 
crack. 

I ran into the kitchen and huddled our four silver 
spoons into my pocket; then took the unlucky book 
with the banknotes and put it in the bosom of my 
dress. I was determined to defend the property con- 
fided to my care with my life. Just as I had secured 
the pocket-book I heard the door splintering, and 
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ruslied into the passage again with my heavy kitchen 
poker lifted in both hands. 

I was in time to see the bald head of Jerry, with 
the ugly-looking knobs on it, pushed into the passage 
through a great rent in one of the lower panels of the 
door. 

“Get out, you villian, or I’ll brain you on the 
spot!” I screeched, threatening him with the poker. 

Mr. Jerry took his head out again much faster 
than he put it in. 

The next thing that came through the rent was a 
long pitchfork, which they darted at me from the out- 
side,' to move me from the door. I struck at it with 
all my might, and the blow must have jarred the hand 
of Shifty Dick up to his very shoulder, for I heard him 
give a roar of rage and pain. Before he could catch 
at the fork with his other hand, I had drawn it inside. 
By this time, even Jerry lost his temper, and swore 
more awfully than Dick liimself. 

Then there came another minute of respite. I sus- 
pected they had gone to get bigger stones, and I dreaded 
the giving way of the whole door. 

Running into the bedroom as this fear beset me, I 
laid hold of my chest of drawers, dragged it into the 
passage, and threw it down against the door. On the 
top of that I heaped my father’s big tool chest, three 
chairs, and a scuttleful of coals — and last, I dragged 
out the kitchen-table and rammed it as hard as I could 
against the whole barricade. They heard me as they 
were coming up to the door with fresh stones. Jerry 


Digitized by Google 



THE BLACK COTTAGE 


207 


said, “Stop a bit,” and then the two consulted together 
in whispers. I listened eagerly, and just caught these 
words: 

“Let’s try it the other way.” 

Nothing more was said, but I heard their footsteps 
retreating from the door. 

Were they going to besiege the back-door now? 

I had hardly asked myself that question when I 
heard their voices at the other side of the house. The 
back-door was smaller than the front; but it had this 
advantage in the way of strength — it was made of 
two solid oak boards, joined longwise, and strengthened 
inside by heavy cross pieces. It had no bolts like the 
front door, but was fastened by a bar of iron, running 
across it in a slanting direction, and fitting at either 
end into the walk 

“They must have the whole cottage down before 
they can break in at that door,” I thought to myself. 
And they soon found out as much for themselves. 
After five minutes of banging at the back door, they 
gave up any farther attack in that direction, and cast 
their heavy stones down with curses of fury awful to 
hear. 

I went into the kitchen and dropped on the window- 
seat to rest for a moment. Suspense and excitement 
together were beginning to tell upon me. The perspi- 
ration broke out thick on my forehead, and I began to 
feel the bruises I had inflicted on my hands in making 
the barricade against the front door. I had not lost a 
particle of my resolution, but I was beginning to lose 
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strength. There was a bottle of rum in the cupboard, 
which my brother the sailor had left with us the last 
time he was ashore. I drank a drop of it Never be- 
fore or since have I put anything down my throat that 
did me half so much good as that precious mouthful 
of rum. 

I was still sitting in the window seat drying my 
face, when I suddenly heard their voices close be- 
hind me. 

They were feeling the outside of the window against 
which I was sitting. It was protected , like all the other 
windows in the cottage, by iron bars. I listened in 
dreadful suspense for the sound of filing, but nothing 
of the sort was audible. They had evidently reckoned 
on frightening me easily into letting them in, and had 
come unprovided with house-breaking tools of any kind. 
A fresh burst of oaths informed me that they had re- 
cognized the obstacle of the iron bars. I listened 
breathlessly for some warning of what they were going 
to do next, but their voices seemed to die away in the 
distance. They were retreating from the window. Were 
they also retreating from the house altogether? Had 
they given up the idea of effecting an entrance in 
despair? 

A long silence followed — a silence which tried my 
courage even more severely than the tumult of their 
first attack on the cottage. 

Dreadful suspicions now beset me of their being 
able to accomplish by treachery what they had failed 
to effect by force. Well as I knew the cottage, I be- 
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gan to doubt whether there might not be ways of 
cunningly and silently entering it against which I was 
not provided. The ticking of the clock annoyed me; 
the crackling of the fire startled me. I looked out 
twenty times in a minute into the dark corners of the 
passage, straining my eyes, holding my breath, anti- 
cipating the most unlikely events, the most impossible 
dangers. Had they really gone? or were they still 
prowling about the house? Oh, what a sum of money 
I would have given, only to have known what they 
were about in that interval of silence! 

I was startled at last out of my suspense in the 
most awful manner. A shout from one of them reached 
my ears on a sudden down the kitchen chimney. It 
was so unexpected and so horrible in the stillness, that 
I screamed for the first time since the attack on the 
house. My worst forebodings had never suggested to 
me that the two villains might mount upon the roof. 

“Let us in, you she devil!” roared a voice down 
the chimney. 

There was another pause. The smoke from the 
wood fire, thin and light as it was in the red state of 
the embers at that moment, had evidently obliged the 
man to take his face from the mouth of the chimney. 
I. counted the seconds while he was, as I conjectured, 
getting his breath again. In less than half a minute 
there came another shout: 

“Let us in, or we’ll burn the place down over your 
head.” 

Bum it? Burn what? There was nothing easily 
A Plot in Private Life, etc. 14 
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combustible but the thatch on the roof; and that had 
been well soaked by the heavy rain which had now 
fallen incessantly for more than six hours. Burn the 
place over my head? How? 

While I was still casting about wildly in my mind 
to discover what possible danger there could be of fire, 
one of the heavy stones placed on the thatch to keep 
it from being torn up by high winds, came thundering 
down the chimney. It scattered the live embers on the 
hearth all over the room. A richly furnished place, 
with knickknacks and fine muslin about it, would have 
been set on fire immediately. Even our bare floor and 
rough furniture gave out a smell of burning at the first 
shower of embers which the first stone scattered. 

For an instant I stood quite horror-struck before 
this new proof of the devilish ingenuity of the villains 
outside. But the dreadful danger I was now in recalled 
me to my senses immediately. There was a large 
canful of water in my bedroom, and I ran in at once 
to fetch it. Before I could get back to the kitchen, a 
second stone had been thrown down the chimney, and 
the floor was smouldering in several places. 

I had wit enough to let the smouldering go on for 
a moment or two more, and to pour the whole of my 
canful of water over the fire before the third stone 
came down the chimney. The live embers on the floor 
I easily disposed of after that. The man on the roof 
must have heard the hissing of the fire as I put it out, 
and have felt the change produced in the air at the 
mouth of the chimney; for after the third stone had 
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descended, no more followed it. As for either of the 
ruffians themselves dropping down by the same road 
along which the stones had come, that was not to be 
dreaded. The chimney, as I well knew by our ex- 
perience in cleaning it, was too narrow to give passage 
to anyone above the size of a small boy. 

I looked upwards as that comforting reflection 
crossed my mind — I looked up, and saw, as plainly 
as I see the paper I am now writing on, the point of a 
knife coming through the inside of the roof just over 
my head. Our cottage had no upper story, and our 
rooms had no ceilings. Slowly and wickedly the knife 
wriggled its way through the dry inside thatch between 
the rafters. It stopped for a while, and there came a 
sound of tearing. That, in its turn, stopped too; there 
was a great fall of dry thatch on the floor; and I saw 
the heavy, hairy hand of Shifty Dick, armed with the 
knife, come through after the fallen fragments. He 
tapped at the rafters with the back of the knife, as if 
to test their strength. Thank God, they were sub- 
stantial and close together! Nothing lighter than a 
hatchet would have sufficed to remove any part of 
them. 

The murderous hand was still tapping with the 
knife, when I heard a shout fom the man Jerry, coming 
from the neighbourhood of my father’s stone-shed in 
the back yard. The hand and knife disappeared in- 
stantly. I went to the back door and put my ear to 
it, and listened. 

Both men were now in the shed. I made the 
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most desperate efforts to call to mind what tools and 
other things were left in it, which might be used 
against me. But my agitation confused me. I could 
remember nothing except my father’s big stone saw, 
which was far too heavy and unwieldy to be used on 
the roof of the cottage. I was still puzzling my brains 
and making my head swim to no purpose, when I 
heard the men dragging something out of the shed. At 
the same instant when the noise caught my ear, the 
remembrance flashed across me like lightning of some 
beams of wood which had lain in the shed for years 
past I had hardly time to feel certain that they 
were removing one of these beams, before I heard 
Shifty Dick say to Jerry: — 

“Which door?” 

“The front,” was the answer. “We’ve cracked it 
already, we’ll have it down now in no time.” 

Senses less sharpened by danger than mine would 
have understood but too easily, from these words, that 
they were about to use the beam as a battering-ram 
against the door. When that conviction overcame me, 
I lost courage at last. I felt that the door must come 
down. No such barricade as I had constructed could 
support it, for more than a few minutes, against such 
shocks as it was now to receive. 

“I can do no more to keep the house against 
them,” I said to myself, with my knees knocking to- 
gether, and the tears at last beginning to wet my 
cheeks. “I must trust to the night and the thick 
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darkness, and save my life by running for it while 
there is yet time.” 

I huddled on my cloak and hood, and had my hand 
on the bar of the back-door, when a piteous mew from 
the bed-room reminded me of the existence of poor 
Pussy. I ran in, and huddled the creature up in my 
apron. Before I was out in the passage again, the first 
shock from the beam fell on the door. 

The upper hinge gave way. The chairs and the 
coal-scuttle forming the top of my barricade were 
hurled, rattling, on to the floor; but the lower hinge of 
the door, and the chest of drawers and tool-chest, still 
kept their places. 

“One more,” I heard the villains cry — “one more 
run with the beam, and down it comes!” 

Just as they must have been starting for that “one 
more run," I opened the back door and fled out into 
the night, with the book full of bank-notes in my bosom, 
the silver spoons in my pocket, and the cat in my arms. 
I threaded my way easily enough through the familiar 
obstacles in the back-yard, and was out in the pitch 
darkness of the moor, before I heard the second shock, 
and the crash which told me that the whole door had 
given way. 

In a few minutes they must have discovered the 
fact of my flight with the pocket-book, for I heard 
shouts in the distance as if they were r unnin g out to 
pursue me. I kept on at the top of my speed, and 
the noise soon died away. It was so dark that twenty 
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thieves, instead of two, would have found it useless to 
follow me. 

How long it was before I reached the farm-house 
— the nearest place to which I could fly for refuge — 
I cannot tell you. I remember that I had just sense 
enough to keep the wind at my back (having observed 
in the beginning of the evening that it blew toward 
Moor Farm), and to go on resolutely through the dark- 
ness. In all other respects, I was by this time half- 
crazed by what I had gone through. If it had so 
happened that the wind had changed after I had 
observed its direction early in the evening, I should 
have gone astray, and have probably perished of 
fatigue and exposure on the moor. Providentially, it 
still blew steadily as it had blown for hours past, and 
I reached the farm-house with my clothes wet through, 
and my brain in a high fever. When I made my 
alarm at the door, they had all gone to bed but the 
fanner’s eldest son, who was sitting up late over his 
pipe and newspaper. I just mustered strength enough 
to gasp out a few words, telling him what was the 
matter, and then fell down at his feet, for the first time 
in my life, in a dead swoon. 

That swoon was followed by a severe illness. 
When I got strong enough to look about me again, I 
found myself in one of the farm-house beds — my 
father, Mrs. Knifton, and the doctor, were all in the 
room — my cat was asleep at my feet, and the pocket- 
book that I had saved lay on the table by my side. 

There was plenty of news for me to hear, as soon 
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as I was fit to listen to it. Shifty Dick and the other 
rascal had been caught, and were in prison, waiting 
their trial at the next assizes. Mr. and Mrs. Knifton 
had been so shocked at the danger I had run — for 
which they blamed their own want of thoughtfulness in 
leaving the pocket-book in my care — that they had 
insisted on my father’s removing from our lonely home 
to a cottage on their land, which we were to inhabit 
rent free. The bank-notes that I had saved were given 
to me to buy furniture with, in place of the things that 
the thieves had broken. These pleasant tidings assisted 
so greatly in promoting my recovery, that I was soon 
able to relate to my friends at the farm house the par- 
ticulars that I have written here. They were all sur- 
prised and interested; but no one, as I thought, listened 
to me with such breathless attention as the farmer’s 
eldest son. Mrs. Knifton noticed this, too, and began 
to make jokes about it, in her light-hearted way, as 
soon as we were alone. I thought little of her jesting 
at the time; but when I got well, and we went to live 
at our new home, “the young farmer,” as he was called 
in our parts, constantly came to see us, and constantly 
managed to meet me out of doors. I had my share of 
vanity, like other young women, and I began to think 
of Mrs. Knifton’s jokes with some attention. To be 
brief, the young farmer managed one Sunday — I 
never could tell how — to lose his way with me in re- 
turning from Church, and before we found out the right 
road home again, he had asked me to be his wife. 

His relations did all they could to keep us asunder 
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aud break off the match, thinking a poor stone-mason’s 
daughter no fit wife for a prosperous yeoman. But the 
farmer was too obstinate for them. He had one form 
of answer to all their objections. “A man, if he is 
worth the name, marries according to his own notions, 
and to please himself,” he used to say. “My notion 
is, that when I take a wife I am placing my character 
and my happiness — the most precious things I have 
to trust — in one woman’s care. The woman I mean 
to marry had a small charge confided to her care, and 
showed herself worthy of it at the risk of her life. 
That is proof enough for me that she is worthy of the 
greatest charge I can put into her hands. Rank and 
riches are fine things, but the certainty of getting a 
good wife is something better still I’m of age, I know 
my own mind, and I mean to marry the stonemason’s 
daughter.” 

And he did marry me. Whether I proved myself 
worthy or not of his good opinion is a question which 
I must leave you to ask my husband. All that I had 
to relate about myself and my doings is now told. 
Whatever interest my perilous adventure may excite, 
ends, I am well aware, with my escape to the farm- 
house. I have only ventured on writing these few 
additional sentences, because my marriage is the moral 
of my story. It has brought me the choicest blessings 
of happiness and prosperity; and I owe them all to my 
night-adventure in The Black Cottage. 

END OF THE BLACK COTTAGE. 
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CHAPTER L 

\\ as it an Englishman or a Frenchman who first 
remarked that every family had a skeleton in its cup- 
board? I am not learned enough to know; but I 
reverence the observation, whoever made it It speaks 
a startling truth through an appropriately grim me- 
taphor — a truth which I have discovered by practical 
experience. Our family had a skeleton in the cup- 
board; and the name of it was Uncle George. 

I arrived at the knowledge that this skeleton existed, 
and I traced it to the particular cupboard in which it 
was hidden, by slow degrees. I was a child when I 
first began to suspect that there was such a thing, and 
a grown man when I at last discovered that my suspi- 
cions were true. 

My father was a doctor, having an excellent practice 
in a largo country-town. I have heard that he married 
against the wishes of his family. They could not object 
to my mother on the score of birth, breeding, or cha- 
racter — they only disliked her heartily. My grand- 
father, grandmother, uncles, and aunts, all declared that 
she was a heartless, deceitful woman; all disliked her 
manners, her opinions, and even the expression of her 
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face — all, with the one exception of my father’s 
youngest brother, George. 

George was the unlucky member of our family. 
The rest were all clever; he was slow in capacity. 
The rest were all remarkably handsome; he was the 
sort of man that no woman ever looks at twice. The 
rest succeeded in life; he failed. His profession was 
the same as my father’s; hut he never got on when he 
started in practice for himself The sick poor, who 
could not choose, employed him, and liked him. The 
sick rich, who could — especially the ladies — declined 
to call him in when they could get anybody else. In 
experience he gained greatly by his profession; in 
money and reputation he gained nothing. 

There are very few of us, however dull and unat- 
tractive we may be to outward appearance, who have 
not some strong passion, some germ of what is called 
romance, hidden more or less deeply in our natures. 
All the passion and romance in the nature of my 
Uncle George lay in his love and admiration for my 
father. 

He sincerely worshipped his eldest brother, as one 
of the noblest of human beings. When my father was 
engaged to be married, and when the rest of the family, 
as I have already mentioned, did not hesitate to express 
their unfavourable opinion of the disposition of his 
chosen wife, Uncle George, who had never ventured on 
differing with any one before, to the amazement of 
every body undertook the defence of his future sister- 
in-law in the most vehement and positive manner. In 
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his estimation, his brother’s choice was something sacred 
and indisputable. The lady might, and did, treat him 
with unconcealed contempt, laugh at his awkwardness, 
grow impatient at his stammering — it made no dif- 
ference to Uncle George. She was to be his brother’s 
wife; and, in virtue of that one great fact, she became, 
in the estimation of the poor surgeon, a very queen, 
who, by the laws of the domestic constitution, could do 
no wrong. 

When my father had been married a little while, 
he took his youngest brother to live with him as his 
assistant. 

If Uncle George had been made President of the 
College of Surgeons, he could not have been prouder 
and happier than he was in his new position. I am 
afraid my father never understood the depth of his 
brother’s affection for him. All the hard work fell to 
George’s share: the long journeys at night, the phy- 
sicking of wearisome poor people, the drunken cases, 
the revolting cases — all the drudging, dirty business 
of the surgery, in short, was turned over to him; and 
day after day, month after month, he struggled through 
it without a murmur. When his brother and his sister- 
in-law went out to dine with the county gentry, it 
never entered his head to feel disappointed at being 
left unnoticed at home. When the return dinners were 
given, and he was asked to come in at teatime, and 
left to sit unregarded in a corner, it never occurred to 
him to imagine that he was treated with any want of 
consideration or respect He was part of the furniture 
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of the house, and it was the business as well as the 
pleasure of his life, to turn himself to any use to which 
his brother might please to put him. 

So much for what I have heard from others on the 
subject of my Uncle George. My own personal ex- 
perience of him is limited to what I remember as a 
mere child. Let me say something, however, first about 
my parents, my sister, and myself. 

My sister was the eldest bom and the best loved. 
I did not come into the world till four years after her 
birth; and no other child followed mo. Caroline, from 
her earliest days, was the perfection of beauty and 
health. I was small, weakly, and, if the truth must be 
told, almost as plain-featured as Uncle George himself. 
It would be ungracious and undutiful in me to presume 
to decide whether there was any foundation or not for 
the dislike that my father’s family always felt for my 
mother. All I can venture to say is, that her children 
never had any cause to complain of her. 

Her passionate affection for my sister, her pride in 
the child’s beauty, I remember well; as also her uni- 
form kindness and indulgence towards me. My per- 
sonal defects must have been a sore trial to her in 
secret, but neither she nor my father ever showed me 
that they perceived any difference between Caroline 
and myself. When presents were made to my sister, 
presents were made to me. When my father and mother 
caught my sister up in their arms and kissed her, they 
scrupulously gave me my turn afterwards. My childish 
instinct told me that there was a difference in their 


Digitized by Google 



THE FAMILY SECRET. 


223 


smiles when they looked at me and looked at her; 
that the kisses given to Caroline were warmer than the 
kisses given to me; that the hands which dried her 
tears, in our childish griefs, touched her more gently 
than the hands which dried mine. But these, and other 
small signs of preference like them, were such as no 
parents could be expected to control. I noticed them 
at the time rather with wonder than with repining. I 
recall them now without a harsh thought either towards 
my father or my mother. Both loved me, and both 
did their duty by me. If I seem to speak constrainedly 
of them here, it is not on my own account. I can 
honestly say that with all my heart and soul. 

Even Uncle George, fond as he was of me, was 
fonder of my beautiful child-sister. 

When I used mischievously to pull at his lank 
scanty hair, he would gently and laughingly take it 
out of my hands; but he would let Caroline tug at it 
till his dim, wandering, grey eyes winked and watered 
again with pain. He used to plunge perilously about 
the garden, in awkward imitation of the cantering of 
a horse, while I sat on his shoulders; but he would 
never proceed at any pace beyond a slow and safe 
walk when Caroline had a ride in her turn. When he 
took us out walking, Caroline was always on the side 
next the wall. When we interrupted him over his 
dirty work in the surgery, he used to tell me to go 
and play until he was ready for me; but he would 
put down his bottles, and clean his clumsy fingers on 
his coarse apron, and lead Caroline out again, as if 
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slie had been the greatest lady in the land. Ah, how 
he loved her! — and, let me be honeBt and grateful, 
and add, how he loved me too! 

When I was eight years old and Caroline was 
twelve, I was separated from home for some time. I 
had been ailing for many months previously; had got 
benefit from being taken to the seaside; and had shown 
symptoms of relapsing on being brought home again 
to the midland county in which we resided. After 
much consultation it was at last resolved that I should 
be sent to live, until my constitution got stronger, with 
a maiden-sister of my mother’s, who had a house at a 
watering-place on the south coast 

I left home, I remember, loaded with presents, 
rejoicing over the prospect of looking at the sea again, 
as careless of the future and as happy in the present 
as any boy could be. Uncle George petitioned for a 
holiday to take me to the sea-side, but he could not 
be spared from the surgery. He consoled himself and 
me by promising to make me a magnificent model of 
a ship. 

I have that model before my eyes now while I 
write. It is dusty with age; the paint on it is cracked, 
the ropes are tangled, the sails are moth-eaten and 
yellow. The hull is all out of proportion, and the rig 
has been smiled at by every nautical friend of mine 
who has ever looked at it Yet, worn out and faulty 
as it is — inferior to the cheapest miniature vessel 
now-a-days in any toy-shop window — I hardly know 
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a possession of mine in thi3 world, that I would not 
sooner part with than Uncle George’s ship. 

My life at the sea-side was a very happy one. I 
remained with my aunt more than a year. My mother 
often came to see how I was going on, and, at first, 
always brought my sister with her. But, during the 
last eight months of my stay, Caroline never once 
appeared. I noticed also at the same period a change 
in my mother’s manner. She looked paler and more 
anxious at each succeeding visit, and always had long 
conferences in private with my aunt. At last she 
ceased to come and see us altogether, and only wrote 
to know how my health was getting on. My father, 
too, who had at the earlier periods of my absence from 
home, travelled to the seaside to watch the progress of 
my recovery as often as his professional engagements 
would permit, now kept away like my mother. Even 
Uncle George, who had never been allowed a holiday 
to come and see me, but who had hitherto often 
written and begged me to write to him, broke off our 
correspondence. 

I was naturally perplexed and amazed by these 
changes, and persecuted my aunt to tell me the reason 
of them. At first she tried to put me off with excuses; 
then she admitted that there was trouble in our house; 
and finally she confessed that the trouble was caused 
by the illness of my sister. When I inquired what 
that illness was, my aunt said it was useless to attempt 
to explain it to me. I next applied to the servants. 
One of them was less cautious thau my aunt, and 
A Plot in Prieale Life, etc. 15 
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answered my question, but in terms that I could not 
comprehend. After much explanation, X, was made to 
understand that “ something was growing on my sister’s 
neck that would spoil her beauty for ever, and perhaps 
kill her, if it could not be got rid of.” How well I 
remember the shudder of horror that ran through mo 
at the vague idea of this deadly “something!” A fear- 
ful, awe-struck curiosity to see what Caroline’s illness 
was with my own eyes, troubled my inmost heart; and 
I begged to be allowed to go home and help to nurse 
her. The request was, it is almost needless to say, 
refused. 

Weeks passed away, and still I heard nothing, ex- 
cept that my sister continued to be ill. 

One day I privately wrote a letter to Uncle George, 
asking him in my childish way to come and tell me 
about Caroline’s illness. 

I knew where the post-office was, and slipped out 
in the morning unobserved and dropped my letter in 
the box. I stole homo again by the garden, and 
climbed in at the window of a back parlour on the 
ground floor. The room above was my aunt’s bed- 
chamber, and the moment I was inside the house, I 
heard moans and loud convulsive sobs proceeding from 
it. My aunt was a singularly quiet composed woman. 
I could not imagine that tho loud sobbing and moaning 
came from her; and I ran down terrified into the 
kitchen to ask the servants who was crying so vio- 
lently in my aunt’s room. 

I found the housemaid and the cook talking to- 
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gether in whispers, with serious faces. They started 
when they saw me, as if I had been a grown-up master 
who had caught them neglecting their work. 

“He’s too young to feel it much,” I heard one say 
to the other. “So far as he is concerned, it seems like 
a mercy that it happened no later.” 

In a few minutes they had told me the worst. It 
was my aunt who had been crying in the bed-room. 
Caroline was dead. 

I felt the blow more severely than the servants or 
anyone else about me supposed. Still I was a child 
in years, and I had the blessed elasticity of a child’s 
nature. If I had been older, I might have been too 
much absorbed in grief to observe my aunt so closely 
as I did, when she was composed enough to see me, 
later in the day. 

I was not surprised by the swollen state of her eyes, 
the paleness of her cheeks, or the fresh burst of tears 
that came from her when she took mo in her arms at 
meeting. But I was both amazed and perplexed by 
the look of terror that I detected in her face. It was 
natural enough that she should grieve and weep over 
my sister’s death ; but why should she have that 
frightened look , as if some other catastrophe had 
happened? 

I asked if there was any more dreadful nows from 
home besides the news of Caroline’s death. My aunt 
said, No, in a strange stifled voice, and suddenly 
turned her face from mo. Was my father dead? No. 
My mother? No. Uncle George? My aunt trembled 
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all over as she said No, to that also, and hade me 
cease asking any more questions. She was not fit to 
bear them yet, she said; and signed to the servant to 
lead me out of the room. 

The next day I was told that I was to go home 
after the funeral, and was taken out towards evening 
by the housemaid, partly for a walk, partly to be 
measured for my mourning clothes. After we had left 
the tailor’s, I persuaded the girl to extend our walk 
for some distance along the sea -beach, telling her, as 
we went, every little anecdote connected with my lost 
sister that came tenderly back to my memory in those 
first days of sorrow. She was so interested in hearing, 
and I in speaking, that we let the sun go down before 
we thought of turning back. 

The evening was cloudy, and it got on from dusk 
to dark by the time we approached the town again. 
The housemaid was rather nervous at finding herself 
alone with me on the beach, and once or twice looked 
behind her distrustfully as we went on. Suddenly she 
squeezed my hand hard, and said — 

“Let’s get up on the cliff as fast as we can.” 

The words were hardly out of her mouth before I 
heard footsteps behind me — a man came round 
quickly to my side, snatched me away from the girl, 
and catching me up in his arms , without a word, 
covered my face with kisses. I knew he was crying, 
because my cheeks were instantly wet with his tears; 
but it was too dark for me to see who he was, or even 
how he was dressed. He did not, I should think, 
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hold me half a minute in his arms. The housemaid 
screamed for help, I was put down gently on the sand, 
and the strange man instantly disappeared in the 
darkness. 

When this extraordinary adventure was related to 
my aunt, she seemed at first merely bewildered at 
hearing of it; but in a moment more there came a 
change over her face, as if she had suddenly recollected 
or thought of something. She turned deadly pale, and 
said in a hurried way, very unusual with her — 

“Never mind; don’t talk about it any more. It 
was only a mischievous trick to frighten you, I dare 
say. Forget all about it, my dear — forget all 
about it” 

It was easier to give this advice than to make me 
follow it. For many nights after, I thought of nothing 
but the strange man who had kissed me and cried 
over me. 

Who could he be? Somebody who loved me very 
much, and who was very sorry. My childish logic 
carried me to that length. But when I tried to think 
over all the grown-up gentlemen who loved me very 
much, I could never get on, to my own satisfaction, 
beyond my father and my uncle George. 
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CHAPTER II. 

I was taken home on the appointed day to suffer 
the trial — a hard one even at my tender years — of 
witnessing my mother’s passionate grief and my father’s 
mute despair. I remember that the scene of our first 
meeting after Caroline’s death was wisely and con- 
siderately shortened by my aunt, who took me out of 
the room. She seemed to have a confused desire to 
keep me from leaving her after the door had closed 
behind us*, but I broke away and ran downstairs to 
the surgery, to go and cry for my lost playmate with 
the sharer of all our games, Uncle George. 

I opened the surgery -door, and could see nobody. 
I dried my tears, and looked all round the room: it 
was empty. I ran upstairs again to Uncle George’s 
garret-bedroom — he was not there; his cheap hair- 
brush and old cast-off razor-case, that had belonged to 
my grand-father, were not on the dressing-table. Had 
he got some other bedroom ? I went out on the landing, 
and called softly, with an unaccountable terror and 
sinking at my heart: — 

“Uncle George!” 

Nobody answered; but my aunt came hastily up 
the garret-stairs. 

“Hush!” she said. “You must never call that 
name out here again!” 
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She stopped suddenly, and looked as if her own 
words had frightened her. 

“Is Uncle George dead?” I asked. 

My aunt turned red and pale, and stammered. 

I did not wait to hear what she said — I brushed 
past her, down the stairs — my heart was bursting — • 
my flesh felt cold. I ran breathlessly and recklessly 
into the room where my father and mother had re- 
ceived me. They were both sitting there stilL I ran 
up to them, wringing my hands, and crying out in a 
passion of tears — 

“Is Uncle George dead?” 

My mother gave a scream that terrified me into 
instant silence and stillness. My father looked at her 
for a moment, rang the bell that summoned the maid, 
then seized me roughly by the arm, and dragged me 
out of the room. 

He took me down into the study, seated himself in 
his accustomed chair, and put me before him between 
his knees. His lips were awfully white, and I felt 
his two hands, as they grasped my shoulders, shaking 
violently. 

“You are never to mention the name of Uncle 
George again,” he said in a quick, angry, trembling 
whisper. “Never to me, never to your mother, never 
to your aunt, never to anybody in this world! Never, 
never, never!” 

The repetition of the word terrified me even more 
than the suppressed vehemence with which he spoke. 
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He saw that I was frightened, and softened his manner 
a little before he went on. 

“You will never see Uncle George again," he said. 
“Your mother and I love you dearly; but if you forget 
what I have told you, you will be sent away from 
home. Never speak that name again — mind, never! 
Now kiss me, and go away.” 

How his lips trembled — and, oh, how cold they 
felt on mine! 

I shrunk out of the room the moment he had 
kissed me, and went and hid myself in the garden. 

“Uncle George is gone; I am never to see him 
any more; I am never to speak of him again” — those 
were the words I repeated to myself, with indescribable 
terror and confusion, the moment I was alone. There 
was something unspeakably horrible to my young mind 
in this mystery which I was commanded always to re- 
spect, and which, so far as I then knew, I could never 
hope to see revealed. My father, my mother, my aunt 
— all appeared to be separated from me now by some 
impassable barrier. Home seemed home no longer 
with Caroline dead, Uncle George gone, and a for- 
bidden subject of talk perpetually and mysteriously 
interposing between my parents and me. 

Though I never infringed the command my father 
had given me in his study (his words and looks, and 
that dreadful scream of my mother’s, which seemed to 
be still ringing in my ears, were more than enough to 
ensure my obedience), I also never lost the secret de- 
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sire to penetrate tlic darkness which clouded over the 
fate of Uncle George. 

For two years I remained at home and discovered 
nothing. If I asked the servants about my uncle, they 
could only tell me that one morning he disappeared 
from the house. Of the members of my father’s family, 
I could make no inquiries. They lived far away, and 
never came to see us — and the idea of writing to 
them, at my age and in my position, was out of the 
question. My aunt was as unapproachably silent as 
my father and mother; but I never forgot how her face 
had altered, when she reflected for a moment, after 
hearing of my extraordinary adventure while going 
home with the servant over the sands at night. The 
more I thought of that change of countenance, in con- 
nection with what had Recurred on my return to my 
father’s house, the more certain I felt that the stranger 
who had kissed me and wept over me must have been 
no other than Uncle George. 

At the end of my two years at home, I was sent 
to sea in the merchant navy by my own earnest de- 
sire. I had always determined to be a sailor from the 
time when I first went to stay with my aunt at the 
seaside — and I persisted long enough in my resolu- 
tion to make my parents recognise the necessity of ac- 
ceding to my wishes. 

My new life delighted me; and I remained away 
on foreign stations more than four years. When I at 
length returned home, it was to find a new affliction 
darkening our fireside. My father had died on the 
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very day when I sailed for my return voyage to Eng- 
land. 

Absence and change of scene had in no respect 
weakened my desire to penetrate the mystery of Uncle 
George’s disappearance. My mother’s health was so 
delicate, that I hesitated for some time to approach 
the forbidden subject in her presence. When I at last 
ventured to refer to it, suggesting to her that any 
prudent reserve, which might have been necessary 
while I was a child, need no longer be persisted in, 
now that I was growing to be a young man, she fell 
into a violent fit of trembling, and commanded me to 
say no more. It had been my father’s will , she said, 
that the reserve to which I referred should be always 
adopted towards me; he had not authorised her, before 
he died, to speak more openly; and, now that he was 
gone, she would not so much as think of acting on her 
own unaided judgment. My aunt said the same thing 
in effect when I appealed to her. Determined not to 
be discouraged even yet, I undertook a journey, 
ostensibly to pay my respects to my father’s family, 
but with the secret intention of trying what I could 
learn in that quarter on the subject of Uncle George. 

My investigations led to some results, though they 
were by no means satisfactory. George had always 
been looked upon with something like contempt by his 
handsome sisters and his prosperous brothers; and he 
had not improved his position in the family by his 
warm advocacy of his brother’s cause at the time of 
my father’s marriage. I found that my uncle’s sur- 
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viving relatives now spoke of him slightingly and care- 
lessly. They assured me that they had never heard 
from him, and that they knew nothing about him, ex- 
cept that he had gone away to settle, as they sup- 
posed, in some foreign place, after having behaved 
very basely and badly to my father. He had been 
traced to London, where he had sold out of the funds 
the small share of money which he had inherited after 
his father’s death, and he had been seen on the deck 
of a packet bound for France, later on the same day. 
Beyond this, nothing was known about him. In what 
the alleged baseness of his behaviour had consisted, 
none of his brothers and sisters could tell me. My 
father had refused to pain them by going into parti- 
culars, not only at the time of his brother’s disap- 
pearance, but afterwards whenever the subject was 
mentioned. George had always been the black sheep 
of the flock, and ho must have been conscious of his 
own baseness, or he would certainly have written to 
explain and to justify himself. 

Such were the particulars which I gleaned during 
my visit to my father’s family. To my mind, they 
tended rather to deepen than to reveal the mystery. 
That such a gentle, docile, affectionate creature as 
Uncle George should have injured the brother he loved, 
by word or deed, at any period of their intercourse, 
seemed incredible; but that he should have been guilty 
of an act of baseness at the very time when my sister 
was dying, was simply and plainly impossible. And 
yet, there was the incomprehensible fact staring me in 
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the face, that the death of Caroline and the disappear- 
ance of Uncle George had taken place in the same 
week! Never did I feel more daunted and bewildered 
by the family secret, than after I had heard all the 
particulars in connection with it that my father’s rela- 
tives had to tell me. 

I may pass over the events of the next few years 
of my life briefly enough. 

My nautical pursuits filled up all my time, and 
took me far away from my country and my friends. 
But, whatever I did, and wherever I went, the memory 
of Uncle George, and the desire to penetrate the mys- 
tery of his disappearance, haunted me like familiar 
spirits. Often, in the lonely watches of the night at 
sea, did I recall the dark evening on the beach, the 
strange man’s hurried embrace, the startling sensation 
of feeling his tears on my cheeks, the disappearance 
of him before I had breath or self-possession enough 
to say a word. Often did I think over the inexplicable 
events that followed, when I had returned, after my 
sister’s funeral, to my father’s house; and oftener still 
did I puzzle my brains vainly, in the attempt to form 
some plan for inducing my mother or my aunt to dis- 
close the secret which they had hitherto kept from me 
so perseveringly. My only chance of knowing what 
had really happened to Uncle George, my only hope 
of seeing him again, rested with those two near and 
dear relatives. I despaired of ever getting my mother 
to speak on the forbidden subject after what had 
passed between us; but I felt more sanguine about my 
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prospects of ultimately inducing my aunt to relax in 
her discretion. My anticipations, however, in this 
direction were not destined to be fulfilled. On my next 
visit to England I found my aunt prostrated by a 
paralytic attack, which deprived her of the power of 
speech. She died soon afterwards in my arms, leaving 
me her sole heir. I searched anxiously among her 
papers for some reference to the family mystery, but 
found no clue to guide me. All my mother’s letters to 
her sister at the time of Carolina’s illness and death 
had been destroyed. 
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CHAPTEK III. 

More years passed; my mother followed my auut 
to the grave; and still I was as far as ever from 
making any discoveries in relation to Uncle George. 
Shortly after the period of this last affliction, my health 
gave way, and 1 departed, by my doctor’s advice, to 
try some baths in the south of France. 

I travelled slowly to ray destination, turning aside 
from the direct road, and stopping wherever I pleased. 
One evening, when I was not more than two or three 
days’ journey from the baths to which I was bound, I 
was struck by the picturesque situation of a little town 
placed on the brow of a hill at some distance from the 
main road, and resolved to have a nearer look at the 
place, with a view to stopping there for the night, if it 
pleased me. I found the principal inn clean and quiet 
— ordered my bed there — and after dinner strolled 
out to look at the church. No thought of Uncle George 
was in my mind when I entered the building; and yet, 
at that very moment, chance was leading me to the 
discovery which, for so many years past, I had vainly 
endeavoured to make — the discovery which I had 
given up as hopeless since the day of my mother’s 
death. 
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I found nothing worth notice in the church, and 
was about to leave it again, when I caught a glimpse 
of a pretty view through a side door, and stopped to 
admire it 

The churchyard formed the foreground, and below 
it the hill-side sloped away gently into the plain, over 
which the sun was setting in full glory. The cure of 
the church was reading his breviary, walking up and 
down a gravel-path that parted the rows of graves. In 
the course of my wanderings I had learnt to speak 
French as fluently as most Englishmen; and when the 
priest came near me I said a few words in praise of 
the view, and complimented him on the neatness and 
prettiness of the churchyard. lie answered with great 
politeness, and we got into conversation together im- 
mediately. 

As wo strolled along the gravel-walk, my attention 
was attracted by one of the graves standing apart from 
the rest The cross at the head of it differed remark- 
ably, in some points of appearance, from the crosses 
on the other graves. While all the rest had garlands 
hung on them, this one cross was quite bare; and, 
more extraordinary still, no name was inscribed 
on it. 

The priest, observing that I stopped to look at the 
grave, shook his head and sighed. 

“A countryman of yours is buried there,” he said. 
“ I was present at his death. He had borne tho burden 
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of a great sorrow among ns, in this town, for many 
weary years , and his conduct had taught us to respect 
and pity him with all our hearts.” 

“How is it that his name is not inscribed over his 
grave?” I inquired. 

“It was suppressed by his own desire,” answered 
the priest, with some little hesitation. “He confessed 
to me in his last moments that he had lived here under 
an assumed name. I asked his real name, and he told 
it to me, with the particulars of his sad story. He had 
reasons for desiring to be forgotten after his death. 
Almost the last words he spoke were, ‘Let my name 
die with me.’ Almost the last request he made was, 
that I would keep that name a secret from all the 
world excepting only one person.” 

“Some relative, I suppose?” said I. 

“Yes — a nephew,” said the priest. 

The moment the last word was out of his mouth, 
my heart gave a strange answering bound. I suppose 
I must have changed colour also, for the cure looked 
at me with sudden attention and interest. 

“A nephew,” the priest went on, “whom he had 
loved like his own child. He told me that if this 
nephew ever traced him to his burial-place, and asked 
about him, I was free in that case to disclose all I 
knew. ‘I should like my little Charley to know the 
truth,’ he said. ‘In spite of the difference in our ages, 
Charley and I were playmates years ago.”’ 
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My heart beat faster, and I felt a choking sensa- 
tion at the throat, the moment I heard the priest un- 
consciously mention my Christian name in reporting 
the dying man’s last words. 

As soon as I could steady my voice and feel cer- 
tain of my self-possession, I communicated my family 
name to the cure, and asked him if that was not part 
of the secret that he had been requested to pre- 
serve. 

He started back several steps, and clasped his 
hands amazedly. 

“Can it be?” he said in low tones, gazing at 
me earnestly, with something like dread in his face. 

I gave him my passport, and looked away towards 
the grave. The tears came into my eyes as the recol- 
lections of past days crowded back on me. Hardly 
knowing what I did, I knelt down by the grave, and 
smoothed the grass over it with my hand. 0 Uncle 
George, why not have told your secret to your old 
playmate? Why leave him to find you Acre? 

The priest raised me gently, and begged me to go 
with him into his own house. On our way there, I 
mentioned persons and places that I thought my uncle 
might have spoken of, in order to satisfy my compa- 
nion that I was really the person I represented myself 
to be. By the time we had entered his little parlour, 
and had sat down alone in it, we were almost like old 
friends together. 

A Plot in Private Life, etc. 16 
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I thought it best that I should begin by telling all 
that I have related here on the subject of Uncle 
George, and his disappearance from home. My host 
listened with a very sad face, and said, when I had 
done: — 

“I can understand your anxiety to know what I am 
authorised to tell you — but pardon me if I say first 
that there are circumstances in your uncle’s story 
which it may pain you to hear — ” he stopped sud- 
denly. 

v “Which it may pain me to hear, as a nephew?” 
I asked. 

“No,” said the priest, looking away from me, — 
“as a son.” 

I gratefully expressed my sense of the delicacy and 
kindness which had prompted my companion’s warn- 
ing, but I begged him at the same time to keep me 
no longer in suspense, and to tell me the stem 
truth, no matter how painfully it might affect me as a 
listener. 

“In telling me all you knew about what you term 
the Family Secret,” said the priest, “you have men- 
tioned as a strange coincidence that your sister’s death 
and your uncle’s disappearance took place at the same 
time. Did you ever suspect what cause it was that 
occasioned your sister’s death?” 

“I only knew what my father told me, and what 
all our friends believed — that she died of a tumour 
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in the neck, or, as I sometimes heard it stated, from 
the effect on her constitution of a tumour in the 
neck.” 

“She died under an operation for the removal of 
that tumour,” said the priest, in low tones. “And the 
operator was your Uncle George.” 

In those few words all the truth burst upon me. 

“Console yourself with the thought that the long 
martyrdom of his life is over,” the priest went on. “He 
rests: he is at peace. He and his little darling under- 
stand each other, and are happy now. That thought 
bore him up to the last, on his death-bed. He always 
spoke of your sister as his ‘little darling.’ He firmly 
believed that she was waiting to forgive and console 
him in the other world — and who shall say he was 
deceived in that belief?” 

Not I! Not anyone who has ever loved and suf- 
fered, surely! 

“It was out of the depths of his self-sacrificing 
love for the child that he drew the fatal courage to 
undertake the operation,” continued the priest. “Your 
father naturally shrank from attempting it. His medi- 
cal brethren, whom he consulted, all doubted the pro- 
priety of taking any measures for the removal of the 
tumour, in the particular condition and situation of it 
when they were called in. Your uncle alone differed 
with them. He was too modest a man to say so, but 
your mother found it out. The deformity of her beau- 

16 * 
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tiftil child horrified her; she was desperate enough to 
catch at the faintest hope of remedying it that anyone 
might hold out to her; and she persuaded your uncle 
to put his opinion to the proof. Her horror at the de- 
formity of the child, and her despair at the prospect 
of its lasting for life, seem to have utterly blinded her 
to all natural sense of the danger of the operation. It 
is hard to know how to say it to you, her son, but it 
must be told, nevertheless, that, one day. when your 
father was out, she untruly informed your uncle that 
his brother had consented to the performance of the 
operation, and that he had gone purposely out of the 
house because he had not nerve enough to stay and 
witness it After that, your uncle no longer hesitated. 
He had no fear of results, provided he could be cer- 
tain of his own courage. All he dreaded was the 
effect on him of his love for the child, when he first 
found himself face to face with the dreadful necessity 
of touching her skin with the knife.” 

I tried hard to control myself; but I could not re- 
press a shudder at those words. 

“It is useless to shock you by going into parti- 
culars,” said the priest, considerately. “Let it be 
enough if I say that your uncle’s fortitude failed to 
support him when he wanted it most. His love for 
the child shook the firm hand which had never trembled 
before. In a word, the operation failed. Your father 
returned, and found his child dying. The frenzy of 
his despair, when the truth was told him, carried him 
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to excesses which it shocks me to mention — excesses 
which began in his degrading his brother by a blow, 
which ended in his binding himself by an oath to 
make that brother suffer public punishment, for his 
fatal rashness, in a court of law. Your uncle was too 
heart-broken by what had happened to feel those out- 
rages as some men might have felt them. He looked 
for one moment at his sister-in-law (I do not like to 
say your mother, considering what I have now to tell 
you), to see if she would acknowledge that she had 
encouraged him to attempt the operation, and that she 
had deceived him in saying that he had his brother’s 
permission to try it She was silent, and when she 
spoke, it was to join her husband in denouncing him 
as the murderer of their child. Whether fear of your 
father’s anger, or revengeful indignation against your 
uncle most actuated her, I cannot presume to inquire 
in your presence. I can only state facts.” 

The priest paused, and looked at me anxiously. I 
could not speak to him at that moment — I could only 
encourage him to proceed by pressing his hand. 

He resumed in these terms: — 

“Meanwhile, your uncle turned to your father, and 
spoke the last words he was ever to address to his 
eldest brother in this world. He said: — ‘I have de- 
served the worst your anger can inflict on me, but I 
will spare you the scandal of bringing me to justice in 
open court. The law, if it found me guilty, could at 
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the worst but banish me from my country and my 
friends. I will go of my own accord. God is my 
witness that I honestly believed I could save the child 
from deformity and suffering. I have risked all, and 
lost all. My heart and spirit are broken. I am fit for 
nothing, but to go and hide myself and my shame and 
misery from all eyes that have ever looked on me. I 
shall never come back, never expect your pity or for- 
giveness. If you think less harshly of me when I am 
gone, keep secret what has happened; let no other lips 
say of me what yours and your wife’s have said. I 
shall think that forbearance atonement enough, atone- 
ment greater than I have deserved. Forget me in this 
world. May we meet in another, where the secrets of 
all hearts are opened, and where the child who is gone 
before may make peace between us!’ He said those 
words and went out Your father never saw him or 
heard from him again.” 

I knew the reason now why my father had never 
confided the truth to anyone, his own family included. 
My mother had evidently confessed all to her sister, 
under the seal of secrecy. And there the dreadful dis- 
closure had been arrested. 

“Your uncle told me,” the priest continued, “that 
before he left England, he took leave of you by stealth, 
in a place you were staying at by the seaside. He had 
not the heart to quit his country and his friends for 
ever, without kissing you for the last time. He followed 
you in the dark, and caught you up in his arms, and 
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left you again before you had a chance of discovering 
him. The next day he quitted England.” 

“For this place?” I asked. 

“Yes: he had spent a week here once with a 
student friend, at the time when he was a pupil in the 
Hotel Dieu. And to this place he returned to hide, to 
suffer, and to die. We all saw that he was a man 
crushed and broken by some great sorrow, and we re- 
spected him and his affliction. He lived alone, and 
only came out of doors towards evening, when he used 
to sit on the brow of the hill yonder, with his head on 
his hand, looking towards England. That place seemed 
a favourite with him, and he is buried close by it. He 
revealed the story of his past life to no living soul here 
but me; and to me he only spoke when his last hour 
was approaching. What he had suffered during his 
long exile, no man can presume to say. I, who saw 
more of him than anyone, never heard a word of com- 
plaint fall from his lips. He had the courage of the 
martyrs while he lived, and the resignation of the 
saints when he died. Just at the last his mind wan- 
dered. He said he saw his little darling waiting by 
the bedside to lead him away; and he died with a 
smile on his face — the first I had ever seen there.” 

The priest ceased , and we went out together in the 
mournful twilight, and stood for a little while on the 
brow of the hill where Uncle George used to sit, with 
his face turned towards England. How my heart ached 
for him, as I thought of what he must have suffered in 
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tlie silence and solitude of his long exile! Was it well 
for me that I had discovered the Family Secret at last? 
I have sometimes thought not I have sometimes wished 
that the darkness had never been cleared away which 
once hid from me the fate of Uncle George. 


END OF THE FAMILY SECRET. 
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[, Extracted, from the Correspondence of the London Police.] 

PROM CHIEF INSPECTOR THEAKSTONE, OP THE DETECTIVE 
POLICE, TO SERGEANT BULMER OF THE SAME FORCE. 


London, 4th July, 18—. 

Sergeant Bulmer, 

This is to inform you that you are wanted to 
assist in looking up a case of importance, which will 
require all the attention of an experienced member of 
the force. The matter of the robbery on which you 
are now engaged, you will please to shift over to the 
young man who brings you this letter. You will tell 
him all the circumstances of the case, just as they 
stand; you will put him up to the progress you have 
made (if any) towards detecting the person or persons 
by whom the money has been stolen; and you will 
leave him to make the best he can of the matter now 
in your hands. He is to have the whole responsibility 
of the case, and the whole credit of his success, if he 
brings it to a proper issue. 
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So much for the orders that I am desired to com- 
municate to you. 

A word in your ear, next, about this new man 
who is to take your place. His name is Matthew 
Sharpin; and he is to have the chance given him of 
dashing into our office at one jump — supposing he 
turns out strong enough to take it You will na- 
turally ask me how he comes by this privilege. I can 
only tell you that he has some uncommonly strong 
interest to back him in certain high quarters, which 
you and I had better not mention except under our 
breaths. He has been a lawyer’s clerk; and he is 
wonderfully conceited in his opinion of himself, as 
well as mean and underhand to look at According 
to his own account, he leaves his old trade, and joins 
ours, of his own free will and preference. You will 
no more believe that than I do. My notion is, that 
he has managed to ferret out some private information 
in connection with the affairs of one of his master’s 
clients, which makes him rather an awkward customer 
to keep in the office for the future, and which, at the 
same time, gives him hold enough over his employer 
to make it dangerous to drive him into a comer by 
turning him away. I think the giving him this un- 
heard of chance among us, is, in plain words, pretty 
much like giving him hush-money to keep him quiet 
However that may be, Mr. Matthew Sharpin is to 
have the case now in your hands; and if he succeeds 
with it, he pokes his ugly nose into our office, as 
sure as fate. I put you up to this, Sergeant, so that 
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you may not stand in your own light by giving tho 
new man any cause to complain of you at head- 
quarters, and remain yours, 

Francis Theakstone. 


FROM MR. MATTHEW SHARPIN TO CHIEF INSPECTOR 
THEAKSTONE. 

Lojjdok, 5th July, 18 — . 

Dear Sir, 

Having now been favoured with the necessary in- 
structions from Sergeant Bulmer, I beg to remind you 
of certain directions which I have received, relating to 
the report of my future proceedings which I am to 
prepare for examination at head-quarters. 

The object of my writing, and of your examining 
what I have written, before you send it in to the 
higher authorities, is, I am informed, to give me, as 
an untried hand, the benefit of your advice, in case 
I want it (which I venture to think I shall not) at any 
stage of my proceedings. As the extraordinary cir- 
cumstances of the case on which I am now engaged 
make it impossible for me to absent myself from the 
place where the robbery was committed, until I have 
made some progress towards discovering the thief, I 
am necessarily precluded from consulting you per- 
sonally. Hence the necessity of my writing down the 
various details, which might, perhaps, be better com- 
municated by word of mouth. This, if I am not 
mistaken, is the position in which we are now placed. 
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I state my own impressions on the subject, in writing, 

in order that we may clearly understand each other at 

the outset; — and have the honour to remain, your 

obedient servant, _ r 

Matthew Sharpin 


FROM CHIEF INSPECTOR THEAKSTONE TO MR. MATTHEW 

SHARPIN. 

London , 5th July , 18 — . 

You have begun by wasting time, ink, and paper. 
We both of us perfectly well knew the position wo 
stood in towards each other, when I sent you with 
my letter to Sergeant Bulmer. There was not the 
least need to repeat it in writing. Be so good as to 
employ your pen, in future, on the business actually 
in hand. 

You have now three separate matters on which to 
write me. First, You have to draw up a statement of 
your instructions received from Sergeant Bulmer, in 
order to show us that nothing has escaped your me- 
mory, and that you are thoroughly acquainted with all 
the circumstances of the case which has been entrusted 
to you. Secondly, You are to inform me what it is 
you propose to do. Thirdly, you are to report every 
inch of your progress (if you make any) from day to 
day, and, if need be, from hour to hour as well. This 
is your duty. As to what my duty may be, w r hen 
I want you to remind me of it, I will write and tell 
you so. In the meantime, I remain, yours, 

Francis Theakstone. 
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FROM MR. MATTHEW SHARPIN TO CHIEF INSPECTOR 
THEAKSTONE. 

Londok , 6th July , 18—. 

Sir, 

You are rather an elderly person, and, as such, 
naturally inclined to be a little jealous of men like 
me, who are in the prime of their lives and their 
faculties. Under these circumstances, it is my duty to 
be considerate towards you, and not to bear too hardly 
on your small failings. I decline, therefore, altogether, 
to take offence at the tone of your letter; I give you 
the full benefit of the natural generosity of my nature; 
I sponge the very existence of your surly communi- 
cation out of my memory — in short, Chief Inspector 
Theakstone, I forgive you, and proceed to business. 

My first duty is to draw up a full statement of the 
instructions I have received from Sergeant Bulmer. 
Here they are, at your service, according to my version 
of them. 

At number 13, Rutherford Street, Soho, there is a 
stationer’s shop. It is kept by one Mr. Yatman. He 
is a married man, but has no family. Besides Mr. 
and Mrs. Yatman, the other inmates in the house are 
a lodger, a young single man named Jay, who 
occupies the front room on the second floor — a 
shopman, who sleeps in one of the attics, — and a 
servant-of-all-work, whose bed is in the back-kitchen. 
Once a week a charwoman comes to help this servant 
These are all the persons who, on ordinary occasions, 
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liavc means of access to the interior of the house, 
placed, as a matter of course, at their disposal. 

Mr. Yatman has been in business for many years, 
carrying on his affairs prosperously enough to realize 
a handsome independence for a person in his position. 
Unfortunately for himself, he endeavoured to increase 
the amount of his property by speculating. He ventured 
boldly in his investments, luck went against him, and 
rather less than two years ago he found himself a poor 
man again. All that was saved out of the wreck of 
his property was the sum of two hundred pounds. 

Although Mr. Yatman did his best to meet his 
altered circumstances, by giving up many of the 
luxuries and comforts to which he and his wife had 
been accustomed, he found it impossible to retrench so 
far as to allow of putting by any money from the in- 
come produced by his shop. The business has been 
declining of late years — the cheap advertising sta- 
tioners having done it injury with the public. Con- 
sequently, up to the last week, the only surplus pro- 
perty possessed by Mr. Yatman, consisted of the two 
hundred pounds which had been recovered from the 
wreck of his fortune. This sum was placed as a de- 
posit in a joint-stock bank of the highest possible 
character. 

Eight days ago, Mr. Yatman and his lodger, Mr. 
Jay, held a conversation on the subject of the com- 
mercial difficulties which are hampering trade in all 
directions at the present time. Mr. Jay (who lives by 
supplying the newspapers with short paragraphs 
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relating to accidents, offences, and brief records of re* 
markable occurrences in general — who is, in short, 
what they call a penny-a-liner) told his landlord that 
he had been in the city that day and heard unfavor- 
able rumours on the subject of the joint-stock banks. 
The rumours to which he alluded had already reached 
the ears of Mr. Yatman from other quarters; and the 
confirmation of them by his lodger had such an effect 
on his mind — predisposed as it was to alarm by the 
experience of his former losses — that he resolved to 
go at once to the bank and withdraw his deposit. It 
was then getting on toward the end of the afternoon; 
and he arrived just in time to receive his money be- 
fore the bank closed. 

He received the deposit in bank notes of the follow- 
ing amounts: — one fifty-pound note, three twenty- 
pound notes, six ten-pound notes, and six five-pound 
notes. His object in drawing the money in this form 
was to have it ready to lay out immediately in trifling 
loans, on good security, among the small tradespeople 
of his district, some of whom are sorely pressed for 
the very means of existence at the present time. In- 
vestments of this kind seemed to Mr. Yatman to be 
the most safe and the most profitable on which he 
could now venture. 

He brought the money back in an envelope placed 
in his breast-pocket; and asked his shopman, on get- 
ting home, to look for a small flat tin cash-box, which 
had not been used for years, and which, as Mr. Yatman 
remembered it, was exactly of the right size to hold 
A Plot in Private Life, etc • 17 
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the bank notes. For some time the cash-box was 
searched for in vain. Mr. Yatman called to his wife 
to know if she had any idea where it was. The 
question was overheard by the servant-of-all-work, who 
was taking up the tea-tray at the time, and by Mr. 
Jay, who was coming down stairs on his way out to 
the theatre. Ultimately the cash-box was found by 
the shopman. Mr. Yatman placed the bank-notes in 
it, secured them by a padlock, and put the box in his 
coat-pocket It stuck out of the coat-pocket a very 
little, but enough to be seen. Mr. Yatman remained 
at home, up stairs, all that evening. No visitors called. 
At eleven o’clock he went to bed, and put the cash- 
box under his pillow. 

When he and his wife woke the next morning, the 
box was gone. Payment of the notes was immediately 
stopped at the bank of England; but no news of the 
money has been heard of since that time. 

So far, the circumstances of the case are perfectly 
clear. They point unmistakably to the conclusion that 
the robbery must have been committed by some person 
living in the house. Suspicion falls, therefore, upon 
the servant-of-all-work, upon the shopman, and upon 
Mr. Jay. The two first knew that the cash-box was 
being inquired for by their master, but did not know 
what it was he wanted to put into it. They would 
assume, of course, that it was money. They both had 
opportunities (the servant, when she took away the 
tea — and the shopman, when he came, after shutting 
up, to give the keys of the till to his master) of seeing 
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the cash-box in Mr. Yatman’s pocket, and of inferring 
naturally, from its position there, that he intended to 
take it into his bedroom with him at night. 

Mr. Jay, on the other hand, had been told, during 
the afternoon’s conversation on the subject of joint- 
stock banks, that his landlord had a deposit of two 
hundred pounds in one of them. He also knew that 
Mr. Yatman left him with the intention of drawing 
that money out; and he heard the inquiry for the cash- 
box, afterwards, when he was coming down stairs. 
He must, therefore, have inferred that the money was 
in the house, and that the cash-box was the receptacle 
intended to contain it. That he could have had any 
idea, however, of the place in which Mr. Yatman in- 
tended to keep it for the night, is impossible, seeing 
that he went out before the box was found, and did 
not return till his landlord was in bed. Consequently, 
if he committed the robbery, he must have gone into 
the bedroom purely on speculation. 

Speaking of the bedroom reminds me of the neces- 
sity of noticing the situation of it in the house, and 
the means that exist of gaining easy access to it at 
any hour of the night 

The room in question is the back-room on the first- 
floor. In consequence of Mrs. Yatman’s constitutional 
nervousness on the subject of fire, which makes her 
apprehend being burnt alive in her room, in case of 
accident, by the hampering of the lock if the key is 
turned in it, her husband has never been accustomed 

17 * 
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to lock tlie bedroom door. Both he and his wife are, 
by their own admission, heavy sleepers. Consequently 
the risk to be run by any evil-disposed persons wishing 
to plunder the bedroom, was of the most trifling kind. 
They could enter the room by merely turning the handle 
of the door; and if they moved with ordinary caution, 
there was no fear of their waking the sleepers inside. 
This fact is of importance. It strengthens our conviction 
that the money must have been taken by one of the 
inmates of the house, because it tends to show that 
the robbery, in this case, might have been committed 
by persons not possessed of the superior vigilance and 
cunning of the experienced thief. 

Such are the circumstances, as they were related 
to Sergeant Bulmer, when he was first called in to 
discover the guilty parties, and, if possible, to recover 
the lost bank notes. The strictest inquiry which he 
could institute failed of producing the smallest frag- 
ment of evidence against any of the persons on whom 
suspicion naturally fell. Their language and behaviour, 
on being informed of the robbery, was perfectly con- 
sistent with the language and behaviour of innocent 
people. Sergeant Bulmer felt from the first that this 
was a case for private inquiry and secret observation. 
He began by recommending Mr. and Mrs. Yatman to 
affect a feeling of perfect confidence in the innocence 
of the persons living under their roof; and he then 
opened the campaign by employing himself in following 
the goings and comings, and in discovering the friends, 
the habits, and the secrets of the maid-of-all-work. 


Digitized by Google 



THE BITER BIT. 


261 


Three days and nights of exertion on his own part, 
and on that of others who were competent to assist his 
investigations, were enough to satisfy him that there 
was no sound cause for suspicion against the girl. 

He next practised the same precaution in relation 
to the shopman. There was more difficulty and uncer- 
tainty in privately clearing up this person’s character 
without his knowledge, but the obstacles were at last 
smoothed away with tolerable success; and though 
there is not the same amount of certainty, in this case, 
which there was in the case of the girl, there is still 
fair reason for supposing that the shopman has had no- 
thing to do with the robbery of the cash-box. 

As a necessary consequence of these proceedings, 
the range of suspicion now becomes limited to the 
lodger, Mr. Jay. 

When I presented your letter of introduction to 
Sergeant Bulmer, he had already made some inquiries 
on the subject of this young man. The result, so far, 
has not been at all favourable. Mr. Jay’s habits are 
irregular ; he frequents public houses , and seems to be 
familiarly acquainted with a great many dissolute 
characters; he is in debt to most of the tradespeople 
whom he employs; he has not paid his rent to Mr. Yat- 
man for the last month; yesterday evening he came 
home excited by liquor, and last week he was seen talk- 
ing to a prize-fighter. In short, though Mr. Jay does 
call himself a journalist, in virtue of his penny-a-line 
contributions to the newspapers, he is a young man of 
low tastes, vulgar manners, and bad habits. Nothing 
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has yet been discovered, in relation to him, which re- 
dounds to his credit in the smallest degree. 

* 

I have now reported, down to the very last details, 
all the particulars communicated to me by Sergeant 
Bulmer. I believe you will not find an omission any- 
where; and I think you will admit, though you are 
prejudiced against me, that a clearer statement of facts 
was never laid before you than the statement I have 
now made. My next duty is to tell you what I pro- 
pose to do, now that the case is confided to my hands. 

In the first place, it is clearly my business to take 
up the case at the point where Sergeant Bulmer has 
left it. On his authority, I am justified in assuming 
that I have no need to trouble myself about the maid- 
of-all-work and the shopman. Their characters are now 
to be considered as cleared up. What remains to be 
privately investigated is the question of the guilt or in- 
nocence of Mr. Jay. Before we give up the notes for 
lost, we must make sure, if we can, that he knows no- 
thing about them. 

This is the plan that I have adopted, with the full 
approval of Mr. and Mrs. Yatman, for discovering 
whether Mr. Jay is or is not the person who has stolen 
the cash-box: — 

I propose, to-day, to present myself at the house in 
the character of a young man who is looking for 
lodgings. The back room on the second-floor will be 
shown to me as the room to let; and I shall establish 
myself there to-night, as a person from the country 
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who has come to London to look for a situation in a 
respectable shop or office. 

By this means I shall be living next to the room 
occupied by Mr. Jay. The partition between us is 
mere lath and plaster. I shall make a small hole in 
it, near the cornice, through which I can see what Mr. 
Jay does in his room, and hear every word that is said 
when any friend happens to call on him. Whenever 
he is at home, I shall be at my post of observation. 
Whenever he goes out, I shall be after him. By em- 
ploying these means of watching him, I believe I may 
look forward to the discovery of his secret — if he 
knows anything about the lost bank notes — as to a 
dead certainty. 

What you may think of my plan of observation I 
cannot undertake to say. It appears to me to unite 
the invaluable merits of boldness and simplicity. For- 
tified by this conviction, I close the present communi- 
cation with feelings of the most sanguine description in 
regard to the future, and remain your obedient servant, 

Matthew Sharpin. 

FROM THE SAME TO THE SAME. 

7th July. 

Sir, 

As you have not honoured me with any answer to 
my last communication, I assume that, in spite of your 
prejudices against me, it has produced the favourable 
impression on your mind which I ventured to anticipate. 
Gratified and encouraged beyond measure by the token 
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of approval which your eloquent silence conveys to me, 
I proceed to report the progress that has been made in 
the course of the last twenty-four hours. 

I am now comfortably established next door to Mr. 
Jay; and I am delighted to say that I have two holes 
in the partition, instead of one. My natural sense of 
humour has led me into the pardonable extravagance 
of giving them both appropriate names. One I call my 
Peep-hole, and the other my Pipe-hole. The name of 
the first explains itself; the name of the second refers 
to a small tin pipe, or tube, inserted in the hole, and 
twisted so that the mouth of it comes close to my ear, 
while I am standing at my post of observation. Thus, 
while I am looking at Mr. Jay through my Peep-hole, 
I can hear every word that may be spoken in his room 
through my Pipe-hole. 

Perfect candour — a virtue which I have possessed 
from my childhood — compels me to acknowledge, be- 
fore I go any further, that the ingenious notion of 
adding a Pipe-hole to my proposed Peep-hole originated 
with Mrs. Yatman. This lady — a most intelligent and 
accomplished person, simple, and yet distinguished, in 
her manners — has entered into all my little plans 
with an enthusiasm and intelligence which I cannot too 
highly praise. Mr. Yatman is so cast down by his loss, 
that he is quite incapable of affording me any as- 
sistance. Mrs. Yatman, who is evidently most tenderly 
attached to him, feels her husband’s sad condition of 
mind even more acutely than she feels the loss of the 
money; and is mainly stimulated to exertion by her de~ 
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dire to assist in raising him from the miserable state of 
prostration into which he has now fallen. 

“The money, Mr. Sharpin,” she said to me yester- 
day evening, with tears in her eyes, “the money may 
be regained by rigid economy and strict attention to 
business. It is my husband’s wretched state of mind 
that makes me so anxious for the discovery of the 
thief. I may be wrong, but I felt hopeful of success 
as soon as you entered the house; and I believe that, 
if the wretch who has robbed us is to be found, you 
are the man to discover him.” I accepted this grati- 
fying compliment in the spirit in which it was offered 
— firmly believing that I shall be found, sooner or 
later, to have thoroughly deserved it 

Let me now return to business — that is to say, to 
my Peep-hole and my Pipe-hole. 

I have enjoyed some hours of calm observation of 
Mr. Jay. Though rarely at home, as I understand 
from Mrs. Yatman, on ordinary occasions, he has been 
iu-doors the whole of this day. That is suspicious, to 
begin with. I have to report, further, that he rose at 
a late hour this morning (always a bad sign in a young 
man), and that he lost a great deal of time, after he 
was up, in yawning and complaining to himself of 
headache. Like other debauched characters, he ate 
little or nothing for breakfast. His next proceeding 
was to smoke a pipe — a dirty clay pipe, winch a 
gentleman would have been ashamed to put between 
his lips. When he had done smoking, he took out 
pen, ink, and paper, and sat down to write with a 
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groan — whether of remorse for having taken the bank 
notes, or of disgust at the task before him, I am unable 
to say. After writing a few lines (too far away from 
my Peep-hole to give me a chance of reading over his 
shoulder), he leaned back in his chair, and amused 
himself by humming the tunes of popular songs. I 
recognised “My Mary Anne,” “Bobbin’ around,” and 
“Old Dog Tray,” among other melodies. Whether 
these do or do not represent secret signals by which 
he communicates with his accomplices remains to be 
seen. After he had amused himself for some time by 
humming, he got up and began to walk about the 
room, occasionally stopping to add a sentence to the 
paper on his desk. Before long he went to a locked 
cupboard and opened it. I strained my eyes eagerly, 
in expectation of making a discovery. I saw him take 
something carefully out of the cupboard — he turned 
round — and it was only a pint bottle of brandy! 
Having drunk some of the liquor, this extremely indo- 
lent reprobate lay down on his bed again, and in five 
minutes was fast asleep. 

After hearing him snoring for at least two hours, I 
was recalled to my Peep-hole by a knock at his door. 
He jumped up and opened it with suspicious activity. 

A very small boy, with a very dirty face, walked 
in, said, “Please, sir, they’re waiting for you,” sat 
down on a chair, with his legs a long way from the 
ground, and instantly fell asleep! Mr. Jay swore an 
oath, tied a wet towel round his head, and, going back 
to his paper, began to cover it with writing as fast as 
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his fingers could move the pen. Occasionally getting 
up to dip the towel in water and tie it on again, he 
continued at this employment for nearly three hours; 
then folded up the leaves of writing, woke the boy, 
and gave them to him, with this remarkable expression: 
— “Now, then, young sleepy-head, quick march! If 
you see the governor, tell him to have the money ready 
for me when I call for it” The boy grinned, and dis- 
appeared. I was sorely tempted to follow “sleepy 
head,” but, on reflection, considered it safest still to 
keep my eye on the proceedings of Mr. Jay. 

In half an hour’s time, he put on his hat and walked 
out Of course, I put on my hat and walked out also. 
As I went down stairs, I passed Mrs. Yatman going 
up. The lady has been kind enough to undertake, by 
previous arrangement between us, to search Mr. Jay’s 
room, while he is out of the way, and while I am 
necessarily engaged in the pleasing duty of following 
him wherever he goes. On the occasion to which I 
now refer, he walked straight to the nearest tavern, 
and ordered a couple of mutton chops for his dinner. 
I placed myself in the next box to him, and ordered a 
couple of mutton chops for my dinner. Before I had 
been in the room a minute, a young man of highly 
suspicious manners and appearance, sitting at a table 
opposite, took his glass of porter in his hand and 
joined Mr. Jay. I pretended to be reading the news- 
paper, and listened, as in duty bound, with all my 
might 
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“Jack has been here inquiring after you,” says the 
young man. 

“Did he leave any message?” asks Mr. Jay. 

“Yes,” says the other. “He told me, if I met with 
you, to say that he wished very particularly to see you 
to-night; and that he would give you a look in, at 
Rutnerford Street, at seven o’clock.” 

“All right,” says Mr. Jay. “I’ll get back in time 
to see him.” 

Upon this, the suspicious-looking young man finished 
his porter, and saying that ho was rather in a hurry, 
took leave of his friend (perhaps I should not be wrong 
if I said his accomplice) and left the room. 

At twenty-five minutes and a half past six — in 
these serious cases it is important to be particular 
about time — Mr. Jay finished his chops and paid 
his bilL At twenty-six minutes and three-quarters, I 
finished my chops and paid mine. In ten minutes more 
I was inside the house in Rutherford Street, and was 
received by Mrs. Yatman in the passage. That charming 
woman’s face exhibited an expression of melancholy 
and disappointment which it quite grieved me to see. 

“I am afraid, Ma’am,” says I, “that you have not 
hit on any little criminating discovery in the lodger’s 
room ? ” 

She shook her head and sighed. It was a soft, 
languid, fluttering sigh — and, upon my life, it quite 
upset me. For the moment I forgot business, and 
burned with envy of Mr. Yatman. 
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“Don’t despair, Ma’am,” I said, with an insinuating 
mildness which seemed to touch her. “I have heard a 
mysterious conversation — I know of a guilty appoint- 
ment — and I expect great things from my Peep-hole 
and my Pipe-hole to-night Pray, don’t be alarmed, 
but I think we are on the brink of a discovery.” 

Here my enthusiastic devotion to business got the 
better of my tender feelings. I looked — winked — 
nodded — left her. 

When I got back to my observatory, I found Mr. 
Jay digesting his mutton-chops in an arm-chair, with 
his pipe in his mouth. On his table were two tumblers, 
a jug of water, and the pint-bottle of brandy. It was 
then close upon seven o’clock. As the hour struck, the 
person described as “Jack” walked in. 

He looked agitated — I am happy to say he looked 
violently agitated. The cheerful glow of anticipated 
success diffused itself (to use a strong expression) all 
over me, from head to foot. With breathless interest I 
looked through my Peep-hole, and saw the visitor — 
the “Jack” of this delightful case — sit down, facing 
me, at the opposite side of the table to Mr. Jay. Making 
allowance for the difference in expression which their 
countenances just now happened to exhibit, these two 
abandoned villains were so much alike in other respects 
as to lead at once to the conclusion that they were 
brothers. Jack was the cleaner man and the better 
dressed of the two. I admit that, at the outset It is, 
perhaps, one of my failings to push justice and impar- 
tiality to their utmost limits. I am no Pharisee; and 
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where Vice has its redeeming point, I say, let Vice 
have its due — yes, yes, by all manner of means, let 
Vice have its due. 

“What’s the matter now, Jack?” says Mr. Jay. 

“Can’t you see it in my face?” says Jack. “My 
dear fellow, delays are dangerous. Let us have done 
with suspense, and risk it the day after to-morrow.” 

“So soon as that?” cries Mr. Jay, looking very 
much astonished. “Well, I’m ready, if you are. But, 
I say, Jack, is Somebody Else ready, too? Are you 
quite sure of that?” 

He smiled, as he spoke — a frightful smile — and 
laid a very strong emphasis on those two words, 
“Somebody Else.” There is evidently a third ruffian, 
a nameless desperado, concerned in the business. 

“Meet us to-morrow,” says Jack, “and judge for 
yourself. Be in the Regent’s Park at eleven in the 
morning, and look out for us at the turning that leads 
to the Avenue Road.” 

“I’ll be there,” says Mr. Jay. “Have a drop of 
brandy and water? What are you getting up for? 
You’re not going already?” 

“Yes, I am,” says Jack. “The fact is, I’m so ex- 
cited and agitated that I can’t sit still anywhere for 
five minutes together. Ridiculous as it may appear to 
you, I’m in a perpetual state of nervous flutter. I 
can’t, for the life of me, help fearing that we shall be 
found out. I fancy that every man who looks twice at 
me in the street is a spy” — 

At those words, I thought my legs would have 
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given way under me. Nothing but strength of mind 
kept me at my Peep-hole — nothing else, I give you 
my word of honour. 

“Stuff and nonsense!” cries Mr. Jay, with all the 
effrontery of a veteran in crime. “We have kept the 
secret up to this time, and we will manage cleverly to 
the end. Have a drop of brandy and water, and you 
will feel as certain about it as I do.” 

Jack steadily refused the brandy and water, and 
steadily persisted in taking his leave. 

“I must try if I can’t walk it off,” he said. “Re- 
member to-morrow morning — eleven o’clock, Avenue 
Road side of the Regent’s Park.” 

With those words he went out His hardened re- 
lative laughed desperately, and resumed the dirty clay 
pipe. 

I sat down on the side of my bed, actually 
quivering with excitement 

It is clear to me that no attempt has yet been 
made to change the stolen bank notes; and I may add 
that Sergeant Bulmer was of that opinion also, when 
he left the case in my hands. What is the natural 
conclusion to draw from the conversation which I have 
just set down? Evidently, that the confederates meet 
to-morrow to take their respective shares in the stolen 
money, and to decide on the safest means of getting 
the notes changed the day after. Mr. Jay is, beyond 
a doubt, the leading criminal in this business, and he 
will probably run the chief risk — that of changing the 
fifty-pound note. I shall, therefore, still make it my 
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business to follow him — attending at the Regent’s 
Park to-morrow, and doing my best to hear wliat is 
said there. If another appointment is made for the 
day after, I shall, of course, go to it. In the mean- 
time, I shall want the immediate assistance of two 
competent persons (supposing the rascals separate after 
their meeting) to follow the two minor criminals. It 
is only fair to add, that, if the rogues all retire to- 
gether, I shall probably keep my subordinates in re- 
serve. Being naturally ambitious, I desire, if possible, 
to have the whole credit of discovering this robbery 
to myself. 

8th July. 

I have to acknowledge, with thanks, the speedy 
arrival of my two subordinates — men of very average 
abilities, I am afraid; but, fortunately, I shall always 
be on the spot to direct them. 

My first business this morning was, necessarily, to 
prevent possible mistakes by accounting to Mr. and 
Mrs. Yatman for the presence of two strangers on the 
scene. Mr. Yatman (between ourselves, a poor, feeble 
man) only shook his head and groaned. Mrs. Yatman 
(that superior woman) favoured me with a charming 
look of intelligence. 

“Oh, Mr. Sharpin!” she said, “I am so sorry to 
see those two men! Your sending for their assistance 
looks as if you were beginning to be doubtful of suc- 
cess.” 

I privately winked at her (she is very good in 
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allowing me to do so without taking offence), and told 
her, in my facetious way, that she laboured under a 
slight mistake. 

(( It is because I am sure of success, Ma'am, that I 
send for them. I am determined to recover the money, 
not for my own sake only, but for Mr. Yatman’s sake 
— and for yours.” 

I laid a considerable amount of stress on those last 
three words. She said, “Oh, Mr. Sharpin!” again — 
and blushed of a heavenly red — and looked down at 
her work. I could go to the world’s end with that 
woman, if Mr. Yatman would only die. 

I sent off the two subordinates to wait, until I 
wanted them, at the Avenue Road gate of the Regent’s 
Park. Half an hour afterwards I was following the 
same direction myself, at the heels of Mr. Jay. 

The two confederates were punctual to the ap- 
pointed time, I blush to record it, but it is nevertheless 
necessary to state, that the third rogue — the nameless 
desperado of my report, or, if you prefer it, the 
mysterious “Somebody Else” of the conversation be- 
tween the two brothers — is — a woman! and, what 
is worse, a young woman! and, what is more lament- 
able still, a nice-looking woman! I have long resisted 
a growing conviction, that, wherever there is mischief 
in this world, an individual of the fair sex is in- 
evitably certain to be mixed up in it After the ex- 
perience of this morning, I can struggle against that 
sad conclusion no longer. I give up the sex — ex- 
cepting Mrs. Yatman, I give up the sex. 

A Plot in Prirate Life , etc. 18 
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The man named “Jack” offered the woman his 
arm. Mr. Jay placed himself on the other side of her. 
The three then walked away slowly among the trees. 
I followed them at a respectful distance. My two sub- 
ordinates, at a respectful distance also, followed me. 

It was, I deeply regret to 6ay, impossible to get 
near enough to them to overhear their conversation, 
without running too great a risk of being discovered. 
I could only infer from their gestures and actions that 
they were all three talking with extraordinary earnest- 
ness on some subject which deeply interested them. 
After having been engaged in this way a full quarter 
of an hour, they suddenly turned round to retrace 
their steps. My presence of mind did not forsake me 
in this emergency. I signed to the two subordinates 
to walk on carelessly and pass them, while I myselt 
slipped dexterously behind a tree. As they came by 
me, I heard “Jack” address these words to Mr. 
Jay: — 

“Let us say half-past ten to-morrow morning. And 
mind you come in a cab. We had better not risk 
taking one in this neighbourhood.” 

Mr. Jay made some brief reply, which I could not 
overhear. They walked back to the place at which 
they had met, shaking hands there with an audacious 
cordiality which it quite sickened me to see. They 
then separated. I followed Mr. Jay. My subordinates 
paid the same delicate attention to the other two. 

Instead of taking me back to Rutherford Street, 
Mr. Jay led me to the Strand. He stopped at a dingy, 
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disreputable-looking bouse, which, according to the 
inscription over the door, was a newspaper office, but 
which, in my judgment, had all the external appear- 
ance of a place devoted to the reception of stolen 
goods. 

After remaining inside for a few minutes, he came 
out, whistling, with his finger and thumb in his waist- 
coat pocket Some men would now have arrested him 
on the spot I remembered the necessity of catching 
the two confederates, and the importance of not inter- 
fering with the appointment that had been made for 
the next morning. Such coolness as this, under trying 
circumstances, is rarely to be found, I should imagine, 
in a young beginner, whose reputation as a detective 
policeman is still to make. 

From the house of suspicious appearance, Mr. Jay 
betook himself to a cigar-divan, and read the maga- 
zines over a cheroot. I sat at a table near him, and 
read the magazines likewise over a cheroot. From the 
divan he strolled to the tavern and had his chops. I 
strolled to the tavern and had my chops. When he 
had done, he went back to his lodging. When I had 
done, I went back to mine. He was overcome with 
drowsiness early in the evening, and went to bed. As 
soon as I heard him snoring, I was overcome with 
drowsiness, and went to bed also. 

Early in the morning my two subordinates came 
to make their report. 

They had seen the man named “Jack” leave the 
woman at the gate of an apparently respectable villa- 
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residence, not far from the Regent’s Park. Left to 
himself, he took a turning to the right, which led to a 
sort of suburban street, principally inhabited by shop- 
keepers. He stopped at the private door of one of the 
houses, and let himself in with his own key — looking 
about him as he opened the door, and staring suspi- 
ciously at my men as they lounged along on the oppo- 
site side of the way. These were all the particulars 
which the subordinates had to communicate. I kept 
them in my room to attend on me, if needful, and 
mounted to my Peep-hole to have a look at Mr. Jay. 

He was occupied in dressing himself, and was 
taking extraordinary pains to destroy all traces of the 
natural slovenliness of his appearance. This was pre- 
cisely what I expected. A vagabond like Mr. Jay 
knows the importance of giving himself a respectable 
look when he is going to run the risk of changing a 
stolen bank note. At five minutes past ten o’clock he 
had given the last brush to his shabby hat and the last 
scouring with bread-crumb to his dirty gloves. At ten 
minutes past ten he was in the street, on his way to 
the nearest cab-stand, and I and my subordinates were 
close on his heels. 

He took a cab, and we took a cab. I had not 
overheard them appoint a place of meeting, when follow- 
ing them in the Park on the previous day; but I soon 
found that we were proceeding in the old direction of 
the Avenue Road gate. The cab in which Mr. Jay 
was riding turned into the Park slowly. We stopped 
outside, to avoid exciting suspicion. I got out to 
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follow the cab on foot. Just as I did so, I saw it 
stop, and detected the two confederates approaching it 
from among the trees. They got in, and the cab was 
turned about directly. I ran back to my own cab, and 
told the driver to let them pass him, and then to 
follow as before. 

The man obeyed my directions, but so clumsily as 
to excite their suspicions. We had been driving after 
them about three minutes (returning along the road by 
which we had advanced) when I looked out of the 
window to see how far they might be ahead of us. As 
I did this, I saw two hats popped out of the windows 
of their cab, and two faces looking back at me. I 
sank into my place in a cold sweat; — the expression 
is coarse, but no other form of words can describe my 
condition at that trying moment. 

“We are found out!” I said, faintly to my two 
subordinates. They stared at me in astonishment. My 
feelings changed instantly from the depth of despair to 
the height of indignation. 

“It is the cabman’s fault. Get out, one of you,” 
I said, with dignity — “get out, and punch his head.” 

Instead of following my directions (I should wish 
this act of disobedience to be reported at head-quarters) 
they both looked out of the window. Before I could 
pull them back, they both sat down again. Before I 
could express my just indignation, they both grinned, 
and said to me, “Please to look out, sir!” 

I did look out Their cab had stopped. 

Where? 
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At a church door I 

What effect this discovery might have had upon 
the ordinary run of men, I don’t know. Being of a 
strong religious turn myself, it filled me with horror. 
I have often read of the unprincipled cunning of cri- 
minal persons ; but I never before heard of three thieves 
attempting to double on their pursuers by entering a 
church! The sacrilegious audacity of that proceeding 
is, I should think, unparalleled in the annals of crime. 

I checked my grinning subordinates by a frown. 
It was easy to see what was passing in their super- 
ficial minds. If I had not been able to look below the 
surface, I might, on observing two nicely dressed men 
and one nicely dressed woman enter a church before 
eleven in the morning on a week day, have come to 
the same hasty conclusion at which my inferiors had 
evidently arrived. As it was, appearances had no 
power to impose on me. I got out, and, followed by 
one of my men, entered the church. The other man I 
sent round to watch the vestry door. You may catch 
a weasel asleep — but not your humble servant, 
Matthew Sharpin! 

We stole up the gallery stairs, diverged to the 
organ loft, and peered through the curtains in front 
There they were, all three, sitting in a pew below — 
yes, incredible as it may appear, sitting in a pew 
below! 

Before I could determine what to do, a clergyman 
made his appearance in full canonicals, from the vestry 
door, followed by a clerk. My brain whirled, and my 
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eyesight grew dim. Dark remembrances of robberies 
committed in vestries floated through my mind. I 
trembled for the excellent man in full canonicals — I 
even trembled for the clerk. 

The clergyman placed himself inside the altar rails. 
The three desperadoes approached him. He opened 
his book, and began to read. What? — you will ask. 

I answer, without the slightest hesitation, the first 
lines of the Marriage Service. 

My subordinate had the audacity to look at me, 
and then to stuff his pocket-handkerchief into his 
mouth. I scorned to pay any attention to him. After 
I had discovered that the man “Jack” was the bride- 
groom, and that the man Jay acted the part of father, 
and gave away the bride, I left the church, followed 
by my men, aud joined the other subordinate outside 
the vestry door. Some people in my position would 
now have felt rather crestfallen, and would have begun 
to think that they had made a very foolish mistake. 
Not the faintest misgiving of any kind troubled me. I 
did not feel in the slightest degree depreciated in my 
own estimation. And even now, after a lapse of three 
hours, my mind remains, I am happy to say, in the 
same calm and hopeful condition. 

As soon as I and my subordinates were assembled 
together outside the church, I intimated my intention 
of still following the other cab, in spite of what had 
occurred. My reason for deciding on this course will 
appear presently. The two subordinates appeared to 


Digitized by Google 



280 


THE BITER BIT. 


be astonished at my resolution. One of them had the 
impertinence to say to me: — 

“If you please, sir, who is it that we are after? 
A man who has stolen money, or a man who has stolen 
a wife?” 

The other low person encouraged him by laughing. 
Both have deserved an official reprimand; and both, I 
sincerely trust, will be sure to get it 

When the marriage ceremony was over, the three 
got into their cab; and once more our vehicle (neatly 
hidden round the corner of the church, so that they 
could not suspect it to be near them) started to follow 
theirs. 

We traced them to the terminus of the South- 
Western Railway. The newly married couple took 
tickets for Richmond — paying their fare with a half 
sovereign, and so depriving me of the pleasure of ar- 
resting them, which I should certainly have done, if 
they had offered a bank note. They parted from Mi*. 
Jay, saying, “Remember the address, — 14, Babylon 
Terrace. You dine with us to-morrow week.” Mr. Jay 
accepted the invitation, and added, jocosely, that he 
was going home at once to get off his clean clothes, 
and to be comfortable and dirty again for the rest of 
the day. I have to report that I saw him home safely, 
and that he is comfortable and dirty again (to use his 
own disgraceful language) at the present moment. 

Here the affair rests, having by this time reached 
what I may call its first stage. 

I know very well what persons of hasty judgment 
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will be inclined to say of my proceedings thus far. 
They will assert that I have been deceiving myself 
all through, in the most absurd way; they will declare 
that the suspicious conversations which I have reported 
referred solely to the difficulties and dangers of suc- 
cessfully carrying out a run-away match; and they 
will appeal to the scene in the church, as offering un- 
deniable proof of the correctness of their assertions. 
So let it be. I dispute nothing up to this point But 
I ask a question, out of the depths of my own sagacity 
as a man of the world, which the bitterest of my 
enemies will not, I think, find it particularly easy to 
answer. 

Granted the fact of the marriage, what proof does 
it afford me of the innocence of the three persons con- 
cerned in that clandestine transaction? It gives me 
none. On the contrary, it strengthens my suspicions 
against Mr. Jay and his confederates, because it sug- 
gests a distinct motive for their stealing the money. 
A gentleman who is going to spend his honeymoon at 
Richmond wants money; and a gentleman who is in 
debt to all his tradespeople wants money. Is this an 
unjustifiable imputation of bad motives? In the name 
of outraged Morality, I deny it These men have 
combined together, and have stolen a woman. Why 
should they not combine together, and steal a cash- 
box? I take my stand on the logic of rigid Virtue; 
and I defy all the sophistry of Vice to move me an 
inch out of my position. 

Speaking of virtue, I may add that I have put this 
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view of the case to Mr. and Mrs. Yatman. That ac- 
complished and charming woman found it difficult, at 
first, fo follow the close chain of my reasoning. I am 
free to confess that she shook her head, and shed tears, 
and joined her husband in premature lamentation over 
the loss of the two hundred pounds. But a little careful 
explanation on my part, and a little attentive listening 
on hers, ultimately changed her opinion. She now 
agrees with me, that there is nothing in this unexpected 
circumstance of the clandestine marriage which abso- 
lutely tends to divert suspicion from Mr. Jay, or Mr. 
“Jack,” or the runaway lady. “Audacious hussy” was 
the term my fair friend used in speaking of her, but 
let that pass. It is more to the purpose to record that 
Mrs. Yatman has not lost confidence in me, and that 
Mr. Yatman promises to follow her example and do 
his best to look hopefully for future results. 

I have now, in the new turn that circumstances 
have taken, to await advice from your office. I pause 
for fresh orders with all the composure of a man who 
has got two strings to his bow. When I traced the 
three confederates from the church door to the railway 
terminus, I had two motives for doing so. First, I 
followed them as a matter of official business, believing 
them still to have been guilty of the robbery. Se- 
condly, I followed them as a matter of private specu- 
lation, with a view of discovering the place of refuge 
to which the runaway couple intended to retreat, and 
of making my information a marketable commodity to 
offer to the young lady’s family and friends. Thus, 


Digitized by Google 



TIIE BITER BIT. 


283 


whatever happens, I may congratulate myself before- 
hand on not having wasted my time. If the office 
approves of my conduct, I have my plan ready for 
further proceedings. If the office blames me, I shall 
take myself off, with my marketable information, to 
the genteel villa-residence in the neighbourhood of the 
Regent’s Park. Any way, the affair puts money into 
my pocket, and does credit to my penetration as an 
uncommonly sharp man. 

I have only one word more to add, and it is this: 
— If any individual ventures to assert that Mr. Jay 
and his confederates are innocent of all share in the 
stealing of the cash box, I, in return, defy that indi- 
vidual — though he may even be Chief Inspector 
Theakstone himself — to tell me who has committed 
the robbery at Rutherford Street, Soho. 

Strong in that conviction, 

I have the honour to be, 

Your very obedient servant, 

Matthew Sharpin. 

FROM CHIEF INSPECTOR THEAKSTONE TO SERGEANT 

BULMER. 

Birmingham, July 9th. 

Sergeant Buemer, 

That empty-headed puppy, Mr. Matthew Sharpin, 
has made a mess of the case at Rutherford Street, ex- 
actly as I expected he would. Business keeps me in 
this town; so I write to you to set the matter straight I 
enclose with this, the, pages of feeble scribble-scrabblo 
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which the creature, Sharpin, calls a report Look them 
over; and when yon have made your way through all 
the gabble, I think you will agree with me that the 
conceited booby has looked for the thief in every 
direction but the right one. You can lay your hand 
on the guilty person in five minutes , now. Settle the 
case at once; forward your report to me at this place; 
and tell Mr. Sharpin that he is suspended till further 
notice. 

Yours, 

Francis Theakstone. 


FROM SERGEANT BULMER TO CHIEF INSPECTOR 
THEAKSTONE. 

London , July 10th. 

Inspector Theakstone, 

Your letter and enclosure came safe to hand. Wise 
men, they say, may always learn something, oven from 
a fool. By the time I had got through Sharpin’s 
maundering report of his own folly, I saw my way 
clear enough to the end of the Rutherford Street case, 
just as you thought I should. In half an hour’s time I 


was at the house. 
Mr. Sharpin him 
“Have you 
“Not exr 
you are su c 
“Very 
as a sir 
wouh 1 




first person I saw there was 

rip me?” says he. 

“I’ve come to tell you that 
her notice.” 

e, not taken down, by so much 
own estimation. “I thought you 
me. It’s very natural; and I don’t 
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blame you. Walk in, pray, and make yourself at 
home. I’m off to do a little detective business on my 
own account, in the neighbourhood of the Regent’s 
Park. Ta-ta, sergeant, ta-tal” 

With those words he took himself out of the way 
— which was exactly what I wanted him to do. 

As soon as the maid-servant had shut the door, I 
told her to inform her master that I wanted to say a 
word to him in private. She showed me into the par- 
lour behind the shop-, and there was Mr. Yatman, all 
alone, reading the newspaper. 

“About this matter of the robbery, sir,” says I. 

He cut me short, peevishly enough — being na- 
turally a poor, weak, womanish sort of man. “Yes, 
yes, I know,” says he. “You have come to tell me that 
your wonderfully clever man, who has bored holes in 
my second-floor partition, has made a mistake, and is 
off the scent of the scoundrel who has stolen my 
money.” 

“Yes, sir,” says I. “That is one of the things I 
came to tell you. But I have got something else to 
say, besides that.” 

“Can you tell me who the thief is?” says he, more 
pettish than ever. 

“Yes, sir,” says I, “I think I can.” 

He put down the newspaper, and began to look 
rather anxious and frightened. 

“Not my shopman?” says he. “I hope, for the 
man’s own sake, it’s not my shopman.” 
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“Guess again, sir,” says I. 

“That idle slut, the maid?” says he. 

“She is idle, sir,” says I, “and she is also a slut; 
my first inquiries about her proved as much as that 
But she’s not the thief.” 

“Then, in the name of heaven, who is?” says he. 

“Will you please to prepare yourself for a very 
disagreeable surprise, sir?” says I. “And in case you 
lose your temper, will you excuse my remarking that 
I am the stronger man of the two, and that, if you al- 
low yourself to lay hands on me, I may unintentionally 
hurt you, in pure self-defence?” 

He turned as pale as ashes, and pushed his chair 
two or three feet away from me. 

“You have asked me to tell you, sir, who has 
taken your money,” I went on. “If you insist on my 
giving you an answer — ” 

“I do insist,” he said, faintly. “Who has taken 
it?” 

“Your wife has taken it,” I said, very quietly, and 
very positively at the same time. 

He jumped out of the chair as if I had put a knife 
into him, and struck his fist on the table, so heavily 
that the wood cracked again. 

“Steady, sir,” says L “Flying into a passion 
won’t help you to the truth.” 
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“It’s a lie!” says he, with another smack of his 
list on the table — “a base, vile, infamous lie! How 
dare you — ” 

He stopped, and fell back into the chair again, 
looked about him in a bewildered way, and ended by 
bursting out crying. 

“When your better sense comes back to you, sir,” 
says I, “I am sure you will be gentleman enough to 
make an apology for the language you have just used. 
Iu the meantime, please to listen, if you can, to a word 
of explanation. Mr. Sharpin has sent in a report to 
our inspector, of the most irregular and ridiculous 
kind; setting down, not only all his own foolish doings 
and sayings, but the doings and sayings of Mrs. Yat- 
man as well. In most cases, such a document would 
have been fit only for the waste-paper basket; but, in 
this particular case, it so happens that Mr. Sharpin’s 
budget of nonsense leads to a certain conclusion which 
the simpleton of a writer has been quite innocent of 
suspecting from the beginning to the end. Of that 
conclusion I am so sure, that I will forfeit my place, if 
it does not turn out that Mrs. Yatman has been prac- 
tising upon the folly and conceit of this young man, 
and that she has tried to shield herself from discovery 
by purposely encouraging him to suspect the wrong 
persons. I tell you that confidently; and I will even 
go further. I will undertake to give a decided opinion 
as to why Mrs. Yatman took the money, and what she 
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has done with it, or with a part of it Nobody can 
look at that lady, sir, without being struck by the 
great taste and beauty of her dress — ” 

As I said those last words, the poor man seemed 
to find his powers of speech again. He cut me short 
directly, as haughtily as if he had been a duke in- 
stead of a stationer. 

“Try some other means of justifying your vile 
calumny against my wife,” says he. “Her milliner’s 
bill, for the past year, is on my file of receipted ac- 
counts at this moment” 

“Excuse me, sir,” says I, “but that proves nothing. 
Milliners, I must tell you, have a certain rascally 
custom which comes within the daily experience of our 
office. A married lady who wishes it can keep two 
accounts at her dressmaker’s; — one is the account 
which her husband sees and pays; the other is the 
private account, which contains all the extravagant 
items, and which the wife pays secretly, by instal- 
ments, whenever she can. According to our usual ex- 
perience, these instalments are mostly squeezed out of 
the housekeeping money. In your case, I suspect no 
instalments have been paid; proceedings have been 
threatened; Mrs. Yatman, knowing your altered cir- 
cumstances, has felt herself driven into a comer; and 
she has paid ber private account out of your cash- 
box.” 

“I won’t believe it,” says he. “Every word 
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you speak is an abominable insult to me and to my 
wife.” 

“Are you man enough, sir,” says I, taking him up 
short, in order to save time and words, “to get that 
receipted bill you spoke of just now off the file, and 
come with me at once to the milliner’s shop where Mrs. 
Yatman deals?” 

He turned red in the face at that, got the bill 
directly, and put on his hat I took out of my pocket- 
book the list containing the numbers of the lost notes, 
and we left the house together immediately. 

Arrived at the milliner’s (one of the expensive 
"West-end houses, as 1 expected), I asked for a private 
interview, on important business, with the mistress of 
the concern. It was not the first time that she and I 
had met over the same delicate investigation. The 
moment she set eyes on me, she sent for her husband. 
I mentioned who Mr. Yatman was, and what we 
wanted. 

“This is strictly private?” inquires the husband. I 
nodded my head. 

“And confidential?” says the wife. I nodded 
again. 

“Bo you see any objection, dear, to obliging the 
sergeant with a sight of the books?” says the hus- 
band. 

“None in the world, love, if you approve of it,” 
says the wife. 

A Plot in Private Life, etc . 19 
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All this while poor Mr. Yatman sat looking the 
picture of astonishment and distress, quite out of place 
at our polite conference. The books were brought — 
and one minute’s look at the pages in which Mrs. Yat- 
man’s name figured was enough , and more than 
enough, to prove the truth of every word that I had 
spoken. 

There, in one book, was the husband’s account, 
which Mr. Yatman had settled. And there, in the 
other, was the private account, crossed off also; the 
date of settlement being the very day after the loss 
of the cash-box. This said private account amounted 
to the sum of a hundred and seventy-five pounds, odd 
shillings; and it extended over a period of three years. 
Not a single instalment had been paid on it Under 
the last line was an entry to this effect: “Written to 
for the third time, June 23rd.” I pointed to it, and 
asked the milliner if that meant “last June.” Yes, it 
did mean last June; and she now deeply regretted to 
say that it had been accompanied by a threat of legal 
proceedings. 

“I thought you gave good customers more than 
three years’ credit?” says I. 

The milliner looks at Mr. Yatman, and whispers to 
me — “Not when a lady’s husband gets into difficul- 
ties.” 

She pointed to the account as she spoke. The 
entries after the time when Mr. Yatraan’s circumstances 
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became involved were just as extravagant, for a person 
in his wife’s situation , as the entries for the year before 
that period. If the lady had economized in other things, 
she had certainly not economized in the matter of 
dress. 

There was nothing left now but to examine the 
cash-book, for form’s sake. The money had been paid 
in notes, the amounts and numbers of which exactly 
tallied with the figures set down in my list 

After that, I thought it best to get Mr. Yatman out 
of the house immediately. He was in such a pitiable 
condition, that I called a cab and accompanied him 
home in it At first he cried and raved like a child; 
but I soon quieted him — and I must add, to his cre- 
dit, that he made me a most handsome apology for his 
language, as the cab drew up at his house-door. In 
return, I tried to give him some advice about how to 
set matters right, for the future, with his wife. He 
paid very little attention to me, and went upstairs 
muttering to himself about a separation. Whether Mrs. 
Yatman will come cleverly out of the scrape or not 
seems doubtful. I should say, myself, that she will go 
into screeching hysterics, and so frighten the poor man 
into forgiving her. But this is no business of ours. So 
far as we are concerned, the case is now at an end; 
and the present report may come to a conclusion along 
with it. 

I remain, accordingly, yours to command, 

Thomas Bulmer. 

Id* 
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P.S. — I have to add, that, on leaving Rutherford 
Street, I met Mr. Matthew Sharpin coming to pack up 
his things. 

“Only think!” says he, rubbing his hands in great 
spirits, “I’ve been to the genteel villa-residence; and 
the moment I mentioned my business, they kicked me 
out directly. There were two witnesses of the assault; 
and it’s worth a hundred pounds to me, if it’s worth a 
farthing.” 

“I wish you joy of your luck,” says L 

“Thank you,” says he. “When may I pay you 
the same compliment on finding the thief?” 

“Whenever you like,” says I, “for the thief is 
found.” 

“Just what I expected,” says he. “I’ve done all 
the work; and now you cut in, and claim all the credit 
— Mr. Jay, of course?” 

“No,” says I. 

“Who is it then?” says he. 

“Ask Mrs. Yatman,” says I. “She’s waiting to tell 
you.” 

“All right! I’d much rather hear it from that 
charming woman than from you,” says he, and goes 
into the house in a mighty hurry. 

What do you think of that, Inspector Theakstone? 
Would yon like to stand in Mr. Sharpin’s shoes? I 
shouldn’t, I can promise you! 
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PROM CHIEF INSPECTOR THEAKSTONE TO MR. MATTHEW 

SHARPIN. 


July 12th. 

Sir, 

Sergeant Bulraer has already told you to consider 
yourself suspended until further notice. I have now 
authority to add, that your services as a member of 
the Detective Police are positively declined. You will 
please to take this letter as notifying officially your 
dismissal from the force. 

I may inform you, privately, that your rejection is 
not intended to cast any reflections on your character. 
It merely implies that you are not quite sharp enough 
for our purpose. If we are to have a new recruit 
among us, we should infinitely prefer Mrs. Yatman. 

Your obedient servant, 

Francis Theakstone. 


NOTE ON THE PRECEDING CORRESPONDENCE, ADDED BY 
MR. THEAKSTONE. 

The Inspector is not in a position to append any explanation* of im- 
portance to the last of the letters. It has been discovered that Mr. Matthew 
Sharpln left the house in Rutherford Street five minutes after his interview 
outside of it with Sergeant Bulmer — his manner expressing the liveliest 
emotions of terror and astonishment, and his left cheek displaying a bright 
patch of red, which looked as if it might have been the result of what is 
popularly termed a smart box on the ear. He was also heard, by the shop- 
man at Rutherford Street, to use a very shocking expression in reference 
to Mrs. Yatman; and was seen to clench hi* fist vindictively, as he ran 
round the corner of the street. Nothing more has been heard of him; and 
it is conjectured that ho has left London with the intention of offering his 
valuable services to the provincial police. 
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On the interesting domestic subject of Mr. and Mrs. Yatman still less 
is known. It has, however, been positively ascertained that the medical 
attendant of the family was sent for in a great hurry on the day when Mr. 
Yatman returned from the milliner's shop. The neighbouring chemist 
received, soon afterwards, a prescription of a soothing nature to make up 
for Mrs. Yatman. The day after, Mr. Yatman purchased some smelling- 
salts at the shop, and afterwards appeared at the circulating library to ask 
for a novel, descriptive of high life, that would amuse an invalid lady. It 
has been inferred from these circumstances that he has not thought it 
desirable to carry out his threat of separating himself from his wife — at 
least 1 in the present (presumed) condition of that lady’s sensitive nervous 
system. 


s 




Digitized by Google 



I* HINTING OFFICE OF THE PUBLISHER. : 


* .» 



Digitized by Google 



Digitized by Google 




Digitized by Google 





Digitized by Google 



Digitized by Google 


